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ABSTRACT 
A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF THE CONCEPT OF ATONEMENT 
IN THE WRITINGS OF JOHN R. W. STOTT 
AND ELLEN G. WHITE 
by 
 
Lawrence O. Oladini 
Chair: John T. Baldwin 





Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary 
Title:  A COMPARATIVE STUDY OF THE CONCEPT OF ATONEMENT IN THE 
WRITINGS OF JOHN R. W. STOTT AND ELLEN G. WHITE 
Name of researcher: Lawrence O. Oladini 
 
Name and degree of faculty adviser: John T. Baldwin, Ph.D. 
 
Date completed: July 2011 
The study examines two evangelical penal substitutionary theologies of 
atonement presented by John Stott and Ellen White. It adopts a descriptive and analytic 
approach to examine the respective atonement theologies of both authors. Chapter 1 
introduces the purpose of the dissertation and the methodology adopted. Chapter 2 
examines the different theories of atonement in Christian theology. Chapters 3 and 4 
examine the respective atonement theologies of Stott and White. Chapter 5 is a 
comparative analysis of the concept of atonement in both authors, while chapter 6 
summarizes the conclusions of the study. 
Purpose 
The purpose of the research is to describe, analyze, and compare the concept of 
atonement as articulated in the theological writings of Stott and White. The study 
endeavors to explore the contrasting scope of atonement present in the two respective 
theological systems. It also aims at discovering whether there are any evangelical 
theological bases for a rapprochement between Stott‘s atonement theology (which is 
centered on the cross) and that of White (which is also centered on the cross, but also 
includes the heavenly sanctuary ministry of Christ). Additionally, the research also aims 
at finding out the reasons for the differences in their atonement theologies, since they 
both subscribe to the penal substitutionary view. Another goal of the research is to 
discover any distinctive contributions that both theologies might have made to the 
Christian theology of atonement. 
Method 
In order to bring out the similarities and differences between the two theologies of 
atonement, the study examines their respective assumptions, presuppositions, and 
methodology. Other relevant criteria used in the comparative study include the centrality 
of the cross, the achievement of the cross, atonement as substitution, the high priestly 
ministry of Christ, and the scope of the atonement. 
Conclusion 
The conclusion of the study reveals that the atonement theologies of Stott and 
White reveal a common commitment to two pillars of evangelicalism, namely the 
supreme authority of Scripture and the penal substitutionary view of atonement. However, 
critical differences between the two theologies in their respective presuppositions in their 
doctrines of God in relation to atonement on the cross versus atonement in stages, the 
extent of the atonement, the issue of the revocability of justification, the cosmic 
controversy theme, and the high priestly ministry of Christ seem to account for the 
differences observed in the theologies. Overall, White‘s theology seems to be broader in 
its presentation of the scope of the atonement and seems to be more consistent with the 
scriptural evidence. It is hoped that the renewed interest in the judgment aspect of the 
atonement by some evangelical theologians in recent times may lead to a more 
sympathetic examination of the broader view of White on atonement in the wider 
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Background to the Problem 
The use of the English term ―atonement‖ has been traced back to the sixteenth 
century, when Sir Thomas More employed it in 1513 and William Tyndale used it to 
translate the Greek word katallagē in 2 Cor 5:18.
1
 According to Robert H. Culpepper, 
―atonement‖ is an ambiguous term of Anglo-Saxon origin whose original meaning is ―at-
one-ment or reconciliation, the restoration of broken fellowship.‖
2
 In theological usage, it 




                                               
1Alister E. McGrath, The Blackwell Encyclopedia of Modern Christian Thought (Cambridge: 
Blackwell, 1993), 20. 
2Robert H. Culpepper, Interpreting the Atonement (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1966), 12. See 
Stephen Sykes, The Story of Atonement (London: Darton, Longman & Todd, 1997), 2-3, for the etymology 
of ―atonement.‖ 
3
Culpepper, 3. For a fuller discussion of the evolution of the term ―atonement,‖ see Robert S. Paul, 
The Atonement and the Sacraments: The Relation of the Atonement to the Sacraments of Baptism and the 
Lord‘s Supper (New York: Abingdon, 1960), 17-32. Paul traces the development of the use of the term in a 
way that showed that while its primary meaning is that of reconciliation, its associated meaning of 
expiation has come from its association with the Old Testament sacrifices. However, he insists that in order 
to enrich our study of the meaning of the term, we must take into consideration the overtones and 
undercurrents of its meaning in addition to its root meaning. For him, atonement is such a word that hints at 
the ―unfathomable‖ ―purpose and act of God in Christ for our redemption.‖ It is ―a word which has the 
heart of the doctrine [of redemption] at its center but which can grow with our understanding of the 
doctrine‘s fulness‖ (30). Joel B. Green and Mark D. Baker have defined atonement broadly as ―the saving 
significance of the death of Jesus Christ.‖ Recovering the Scandal of the Cross: Atonement in New 
Testament and Contemporary Contexts (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2000), 36. 
 
2 
The doctrine of the atonement holds a central place in the Bible.
4
 In the words of 
Robert Culpepper: 
The doctrine of the atonement is the Holy of Holies of Christian theology. It is a 
doctrine of unfathomable depth and inexhaustible mystery. Christian theology 
reaches its climax in it, and in a large measure it is determinative of all other 
doctrines. Theology is Christian only insofar as all of its doctrines are illuminated 
by the doctrine of the atonement.
5
 
In this dissertation, atonement will be defined as Christ‘s work pro nobis (―for us‖) 
in order to reconcile sinful human beings to a holy God.
6
 In relation to the concept of 
―God for us,‖ Karl Barth
7
 has argued that in ―the act of atonement,‖ God reveals and 
increases His own glory in the world by ―hastening to the help of the world as its loyal 
Creator, by taking up its cause.‖
8
 It is the radical need of the world that makes the divine 
intervention imperative, since the world ―is lost apart from the fact that He [God] himself 
hastens to its help and takes up its cause.‖
9
 But the fact that God does this is due to the 
                                               
4According to Emil Brunner, ―a revealed atonement‖ is the center of the Christian religion. It is 
―the substance and kernel‖ of Christianity which distinguishes it from all other religions. Emil Brunner, The 
Mediator: A Study of the Central Doctrine of the Christian Faith, trans. Olive Wyon (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1947), 40. F. W. Dillistone has also pointed out that ―at the heart of the Christian Faith is the 
good news of reconciliation through the Cross.‖ See the preface to his The Christian Understanding of 
Atonement (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1968). See also John Murray, Redemption—Accomplished and 
Applied (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1955), 5. 
5Culpepper, 11. 
6Karl Barth, Church Dogmatics, vol. IV-I, The Doctrine of Reconciliation (New York: Charles 
Scribner‘s Sons, 1936), 520. Culpepper defines the atonement as God‘s provision to deal with the vertical 
problem of human estrangement from God and the consequent horizontal problem of human estrangement 
from other human beings. Culpepper, 14-15. James Denney has written that atonement is ―the mediation of 
forgiveness through Christ, and specifically through His death.‖ The Death of Christ (New York: Hodder 
and Stoughton, 1911), 252-253. 
7Karl Barth has been referred to as the father of the ―neo-orthodoxy‖ movement in theology. 
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―sovereign will of His mercy.‖
10
 Barth referred to this ―action‖ of God in the incarnation 
and atonement as ―the mystery of the atonement.‖
11
 
Karl Barth has elaborated very well on the idea of God ―for us‖ in his Church 
Dogmatics. He wrote as follows: 
Deus pro nobis is something which He did not have to be or become, but which, 
according to this fact, He was and is and will be—the God who acts as our God, 
who did not regard as too mean a thing, but gave Himself fully and seriously to 
self-determination as the God of the needy and rebellious people of Israel, to be 
born a son of this people, to let its wickedness fall on Him, to be rejected by it, 
but in its place and for the forgiveness of its sins to let Himself be put to death by 
the Gentiles—and by virtue of the decisive co-operation of the Gentiles in His 
rejection and humiliation to let Himself be put to death in their place, too, and for 
the forgiveness of their sins.
12
 
Therefore, it is clear that the atonement has its origin with God, who initiated the 
reconciliation of humanity to Himself and set forth the plan of redemption (Lev 10:17, 
17:11; 2 Tim 1:9; Eph 1:4-8).
13
 In view of the biblical revelation, it is to be expected that 
atonement will be of central importance to the Christian church in its historical 
development through the centuries. In fact, the claim that the death of Jesus has a 
vicarious element at its heart, which makes a new and actual reconciliation between God 
                                               
10Ibid., 213. 
11Ibid. 
12Ibid., 214. He identifies four senses in which Jesus Christ is for us: He took our place as our 
Judge; He takes our place as sinners while still remaining pure, spotless and sinless; He (the eternal God 
who has given himself in his son) suffered, was crucified and has thereby procured forgiveness for humans 
and reconciled them to God; and He is the divine righteousness which makes the reconciliation possible. 
Ibid., 231-257. 
13For a fuller discussion of the atonement in the Bible, see H. D. McDonald, The Atonement of the 
Death of Christ: In Faith, Revelation and History (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1985); see also W. S. Reid 
and G. W. Bromiley, ―Atone; Atonement,‖ The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia (ISBE), rev. ed. 
(1979-88), 1:352-360; Thomas J. Crawford, The Doctrine of the Holy Scriptures Respecting the Atonement 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1954); Robert Letham, The Work of Christ (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1993), 159-175; L. W. Grensted, A Short History of the Doctrine of the Atonement (Manchester, UK: 








Tom Smail rightly states that one of the main pillars of evangelical orthodoxy 
(which is second only in importance to the supreme authority of Scripture) is the 
doctrinal position that is called the penal substitutionary view of the atonement. This 
doctrinal position argues that ―Christ brought us back into the reconciled relationship to 
his Father by bearing on the cross the punishment for sin that was our due.‖
15
 However, 
the position has not achieved universal acceptance within the Christian Church. 
Despite the importance of atonement to the belief, teaching, and proclamation of 
the church, one obstacle invariably stands in the way of any study of the doctrine of 
atonement. It is the fact that the Christian church has never laid down an orthodox theory 
of the doctrine.
16
 Whereas the Christian Church laid down an orthodox position on the 




Though thousands have been converted through the doctrine of the penal 
substitutionary theory of the atonement, yet some in contemporary times still question the 
                                               
14
Tom Smail, ―Can One Man Die for the People?‖ in Atonement Today, ed. John Goldingay 
(London: SPCK, 1995), 75. Dyson Hague wrote: ―The atonement is Christianity in epitome. It is the heart 
of Christianity as a system; it is the distinguishing mark of the Christian religion.‖ The Fundamentals, xi, 
(Chicago, n.d.), 23, quoted in Leon Morris, The Cross in the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1965), 5. 
15Smail, 75. See also James Denney, 193; and McDonald, 277. 
16John McIntyre, The Shape of Soteriology: Studies in the Doctrine of the Death of Christ 
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1992), 1. See also Leon L. Morris, ―Theories of Atonement,‖ Evangelical 
Dictionary of Theology, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 2001), 117, and Paul S. Fiddes, Past Event and 




validity of the theory itself.
18
 That trend began when Ernst Troeltsch published his book 
The Absoluteness of Christianity and the History of Religions in 1902, in which he argued 
that Christianity is ―absolute‖ in the sense that it is the pinnacle of human religiosity 
which is only different in degree but not in kind from other religions.
19
 
Rudolf Bultmann, a notable modern New Testament scholar and theologian, 
rejected the idea of death as a punishment for sin and therefore ridiculed the doctrine of 
atonement thus: 
How could the guilt of one man be expiated by the death of another who is 
sinless—if indeed one may speak of a sinless man at all? What primitive notions 
of guilt and righteousness does this imply? And what primitive idea of God? . . . 
What a primitive mythology it is, that a divine Being should become incarnate, 
and atone for the sins of men through his own blood!
20 
Having argued that the cross is best understood as a mythical event, Bultmann 
concludes that such ―mythological interpretation in which notions of sacrifice are mixed 
together with a juristic theory of satisfaction‖ are no longer acceptable.
21
 
                                               
18Christiana Baxter, ―The Cursed Beloved: A Reconsideration of Penal Substitution,‖ Atonement 
Today, ed. John Goldingay (London: SPCK), 1995, 54. 
19Ernst Troeltsch, The Absoluteness of Christianity and the History of Religions, trans. David Reid 
(Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1971), 49. Here he states: ―There exists, in reality, only one religion, 
namely, the principle or essence of religion, and this . . . essence of religion, is latent in all historical 
religions as their ground and goal. In Christianity this universally latent essence, everywhere else limited by 
its media, has appeared in untrammeled and exhaustive perfection.‖ Troeltsch has also written in his book, 
Christian Thought: Its History and Application (London: University of London Press, 1923), 21, that 
Christianity ―is the loftiest and most spiritual revelation we know at all. It has the highest validity.‖ It is in 
this later book that he modified his position and argued that each religion is ―absolute‖ only within its own 
confines and only to its own adherents (see chapter 1 of his Christian Thought, 3-35). 
20Rudolf Bultmann, Kerygma and Myth: A Theological Debate (New York: Harper & Row, 
1961), 7. Along similar lines, John Hick wrote: ―The Christian essence is not to be found in beliefs about 
God, and whether he is three in one and one in three, but in an attitude to man as our neighbour; not in 
thinking correctly about Christ‘s two natures, as divine and human, but in living as disciples. . . . In short, 
the essence of Christianity is not in believing rightly but in acting rightly in relation to our fellows.‖ God 
and the Universe of Faiths: Essays in the Philosophy of Religion (London: Macmillan, 1973), 109-110. His 
position is very problematic for anyone who really believes in the divinity of Jesus and on that basis 
accepts that He made atonement for humans on the cross. 




Smail notes that much of the contemporary theology of the cross, whether implicit 
or well articulated, has shifted from the thought of Christ‘s having done once and for all 
for us on the cross that which reconciles us to God, and instead presents the cross as the 
demonstration in time of God‘s eternal love for and identification with humanity in its 
misery and failure.
22
 Smail has put it appropriately when he wrote thus: 
We speak much more with Moltmann of Christ‘s justifying God to us by sharing 
on the cross our suffering and God-forsakenness than of Christ‘s justifying us to 
God by bearing our sins. The cross becomes much more the justification of an 





Statement of The Problem 
In view of the fact that the Christian Church has not adopted any specific theory 
of atonement as its definitive statement on the meaning of atonement, different 
contending theories of the atonement have been espoused.
24
 A related problem to those 
mentioned above is that, among those theologies that espouse the penal substitutionary
25
 
view of atonement, there is a diversity of understanding.
26
 This diversity is well 
                                               




24Letham, 159-175. For a brief but robust discussion of the various theories, see Millard J. 
Erickson, Christian Theology, 2d ed. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1998), 798-817. 
25For an extended discussion of the concept of substitution, see Leon Morris, The Cross in the New 
Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1965), 404-417, and also G. W. Bromiley, ―Substitution,‖ ISBE, 
4:645-646. The word ―substitution,‖ though not a biblical term, is applied to the work of Jesus as 
something done in the place of and on behalf of others. The penal substitution view sees the essence of 
Christ‘s saving work as consisting in His bearing in the sinner‘s stead the curse, divine wrath, punishment, 
and death that is the result of sin. See Morris, ―Theories of Atonement,‖ 118. 
26See Walter Thomas Conner, The Cross in the New Testament (Nashville, TN: Broadman, 1954), 
138-140, where he notes that substitutionary theories depict Jesus as our substitute and sometimes as our 
representative. It ought to be noted that the two concepts are not synonyms in the theological sense. Conner 










 theologian who holds a penal substitutionary 
view of atonement is John R. W. Stott. His own systematic exposition of the cross is a 
contemporary example of an evangelical approach to the substitutionary theory of 
atonement.
29
 Stott is not merely a leader within the evangelical fellowship in the 
Anglican Church, he is also a leading figure in the Trans-Atlantic and worldwide 
                                               
Christ‘s substitutionary or representative suffering for us. In the reformed tradition, this has led to covenant 
theology of the atonement. See also J. I. Packer, ―What Did the Cross Achieve?‖ in Tyndale Bulletin 25 
(1974): 19-25, in which he identifies three different explanations of what Christ‘s death achieved. The first 
one focuses on the subjective effect of the cross on humans. The second focuses on the victorious Christ as 
our ―representative substitute‖ and the third focuses on the thought that by His death, Christ has offered 
―satisfaction‖ for human sins. See also Smail, ―Can One Man Die for the People?‖ 84-91, where he rejects 
the emphasis on the penal view of substitution, the idea of Christ‘s substitution as perfect confession of the 
sins of the world, and also the approach that sees the cross as vicarious repentance, as proposed by 
R. C. Moberly, Atonement and Personality (London: Murray, 1901). 
27Donald W. Dayton and R. K. Johnston, eds., The Variety of American Evangelicalism (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1991). Robert K. Johnston identifies the characteristics of evangelicalism as 
including ―an emphasis on personal religious experience, an insistence upon witness and mission, a loyalty 
to biblical authority, an understanding of salvation by grace through faith.‖ See his chapter, ―American 
Evangelicalism: An Extended Family,‖ in The Variety of American Evangelicalism, 252-272. Timothy 
Dudley-Smith identifies the recurring fundamental evangelical distinctives as ―the uniqueness of Christ and 
the need for personal conversion; the living word of Holy Scriptures; and the centrality of the cross.‖ ―John 
Stott: An Introduction,‖ in Martyn Eden and David F. Wells, eds., The Gospel in the Modern World: A 
Tribute to John Stott (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1991), 21. See also Mark A. Noll, The Rise of 
Evangelicalism: The Age of Edwards, Whitefield and the Wesleys (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
2003), 19. 
28For John Weborg, the term ―evangelical‖ is more a description than a definition. He wrote: 
―What is connoted in the term evangelical, at a minimum, is a confession that persons are redeemed solely 
by God's grace in Jesus Christ, the fully divine and human person, for no reason other than God's sovereign 
will to do so; that the hope of the world lies in God's redemptive deed at the end of history; that the 
Scripture contains all that is needed for life and salvation; and that persons need to be reborn by the power 
of the gospel.‖ ―Pietism: Theology in Service of Living Toward God,‖ in The Variety of American 
Evangelicalism, 175. See also R. V. Pierard and W. A. Elwell, ―Evangelicalism,‖ The Evangelical 
Dictionary of Theology, 405-409. 
29John Stott‘s The Cross of Christ (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1986) is his main systematic 
presentation of the doctrine of the atonement. J. I. Packer refers to the book The Cross of Christ as the 
magnum opus of John Stott. For a detailed biography, see Timothy Dudley Smith‘s two volumes, John 
Stott: The Making of a Leader (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999); and John Stott: A Global Ministry 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2001). See also Christopher Catherwood, Five Evangelical Leaders 
(Wheaton, IL: Harold Shaw, 1985), 11-50, and Peter Williams, ―John R. W. Stott,‖ in Handbook of 





 Born on April 27, 1921,
31
 John Stott has been writing for 
publication for more than sixty years. His first article appeared in January 1945. Since 
then, his writings have multiplied to include well over thirty-five books and several 
hundred pamphlets, articles, and chapters in symposia.
32
 
John Stott is a clergyman, who has distinguished himself by his ―clarity of 
thought, integrity of character, and courageous leadership,‖
33
 whose preoccupation has 
been on how to present the gospel in the modern world.
34
 Associated with the All Soul‘s 
(Anglican) Church, in Langham Place, London, from childhood he was ordained in St. 
Paul‘s Cathedral on Friday, December 21, 1945, when he became the new junior curate at 
All Soul‘s. In April 1950, he was appointed the Rector and has been Rector Emeritus of 
the same church since 1975.
35
 In 1959, he became an Honorary Chaplain to the Queen.
36
 
He has been described as ―a loved and trusted leader, teacher and spokesman of the 
world-wide Evangelical movement—apart from William Temple (who died as 
Archbishop of Canterbury in 1944)—the most influential clergyman in the Church of 
England during the twentieth century.‖
37
 
                                               
30David L. Edwards with John R. W. Stott, Evangelical Essentials: A Liberal-Evangelical 
Dialogue (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1988), 1. 
31Catherwood, 13. 
32Timothy Dudley-Smith, Authentic Christianity: From the Writings of John Stott (Leicester, UK: 
InterVarsity, 1995), 9. 
33Martyn Eden and David F. Wells, eds., The Gospel in the Modern World: A Tribute to John Stott 
(Leicester, UK: InterVarsity, 1991), 7. 
34Ibid. 
35Dudley-Smith, ―John Stott: An Introduction,‖ 11. 
36Dudley-Smith, John Stott: The Making of a Leader, 326 
37Edwards and Stott, Essentials of Evangelicalism, 1. Timothy Dudley-Smith has argued that there 
is probably no other individual who has done so much to bring evangelicals into the mainstream of the 




The theological credentials of John Stott and his position as a leading figure 
within the worldwide evangelical movement have been well established. J. I. Packer 
argues that the publication of the book The Cross of Christ has finally established the fact 
that John Stott is ―a first-class biblical theologian with an unusually systematic mind, 
great power of analysis, great clarity of expression, a superb command of his material, 
and a preacher‘s passion to proclaim truth that will change lives.‖
38
 Packer refers to the 
book as Stott‘s magnus opus.
39
 
Ellen G. White, one of several founding personalities of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church, has written widely on atonement from the penal substitutionary 
perspective. Her voluminous writings cover a wide range of theological and other issues 
that are related to the building up of the Seventh-day Adventist Church.
40
 She was born 
on November 26, 1827, in the village of Gorham, Maine, just west of the city of Portland, 
                                               
than John Stott. John Stott: The Making of a Leader, 11. 
38J. I. Packer, review of The Cross of Christ, by John Stott, Christianity Today 31, no. 2 (1987): 
35. Robert L. Reymond has described John Stott as ―a mature pastor-theologian—and a practiced craftsman 
in the art of communication.‖ Review of The Cross of Christ, by John Stott, Evangelical Review of 
Theology 13 (July 1989): 280-285. 
39Packer, Review of Cross of Christ, by John Stott, 35. 
40For a detailed biography of Ellen G. White, see Arthur L. White‘s Ellen G. White, 6 vols. 
(Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1981-86). For an abridged version, see Arthur L. White, Ellen G. 
White: Woman of Vision (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 2000). Some of her books that are related 
to the atonement include The Desire of Ages (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1940); The Great 
Controversy Between Christ and Satan (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1911); Steps to Christ 
(Oakland, CA: Pacific Press, 1892); The Story of Redemption (Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1947), 
and The Sufferings of Christ (Battle Creek, MI: Seventh-day Adventist Publishing Association, c.1869) 
among others. A large number of her periodical articles that were compiled by the Ellen G. White Estate 
also focus on the atonement. They are found in some of the following publications: Present Truth and 
Review and Herald Articles, 6 vols. (Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1962); Signs of the Times 
Articles, 4 vols. (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1974); Ellen G. White Periodical Resource Collection, 
2 vols. (Boise, ID: Pacific Press, 1990); The Youth‘s Instructor Articles 1852-1914 (Washington, DC: 
Review and Herald, 1986). Her books and periodical articles are also available in CD-Rom: The Complete 
Published Ellen G. White Writings [CD-Rom], Comprehensive Research Edition (Silver Spring, MD: Ellen 





 From the emergence of the church following the Advent Awakening of the 1840s, 
Ellen White continued to play a very significant role within the church until her death in 
1915. It is impossible to understand and evaluate the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
without a good understanding of the ministry and theological writings of Ellen White.
42
 
Though not a trained theologian as it is usually understood, ―she is an independent 
theological thinker in her own right, guided by the Holy Spirit.‖
43
 Richard Hammill has 
underlined the crucial role of Ellen White in the theological development of the Seventh-
day Adventist Church when he asserted that ―although she never held an official position, 
was not an ordained minister, . . . [yet] her influence shaped the Seventh-day Adventist 
Church more than any other factor except the Holy Bible.‖
44
 
In fact, Richard Hammill‘s assertion is corroborated by the official position of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church on the ministry of Ellen White within the church. The 
position is that she has the prophetic gift, and that ―as the Lord‘s messenger‖ her writings 
constitute ―a continuing and authoritative source of truth which provide for the comfort, 
guidance, instruction, and correction‖
45
 of the church. 
                                               
41Seventh-day Adventist Encyclopedia, 1996 ed., s.v. ―White, Ellen Gould.‖ 
42Roy E. Graham, Ellen G. White: Co-Founder of the Seventh-day Adventist Church (New York: 
Peter Lang, 1985), 13. Graham has noted that since Ellen White‘s death, her voluminous writings are read, 
quoted and discussed by theologians, ministers, and the laity of the church ―to a much greater degree than 
are the writings of John Wesley in Methodism, and perhaps more than the works of Martin Luther in the 
various Lutheran churches‖ (ibid., i). 
43Denis Fortin, ―The Cross of Christ: Theological Differences between Joseph H. Waggoner and 
Ellen G. White,‖ Journal of the Adventist Theological Society 14, no. 2 (Fall 2003): 131. 
44Richard Hammill, ―Spiritual Gifts in the Church Today,‖ Ministry, July 1982, 17. Ingemar 
Linden has noted that ―without her guidance and counsel the insignificant and individualistic group might 
very well have disappeared already in the 1840s.‖ The Last Trump: An Historico-Genetical Study of Some 
Important Chapters in the Making and Development of the Seventh-day Adventist Church (Frankfurt: Peter 
Lang, 1978), 280. 
45See Fundamental Belief 17 and its exposition in Seventh-day Adventists Believe: A Biblical 




Though the church fully supports the Reformation principle of sola Scriptura as 
the infallible standard of belief and practice, it also receives Ellen White‘s writings as ―a 
secondary authoritative source of doctrinal truth‖ that provides the church with guidance 
and instruction.
46
 Her popular book Steps to Christ has been translated into more than 
144 languages and has sold more than 15 million copies. Her greatest work is the five-
volume Conflict of the Ages Series, which details the great controversy between Christ 
and Satan from the origin of sin until its eradication from the universe.
47
 
The core of the theological problem that is the focus of this dissertation is exposed 
when one considers the contrasting positions of the two authors on the cross in relation to 
atonement. For John Stott, atonement is more or less equated with the cross.
48
 In his view, 
God has already finished the work of reconciliation at the cross, though it is still 
necessary for sinners to repent and believe and so ―be reconciled to God.‖
49
 He argues 
that though sinners need to be reconciled to God, on God‘s side the work of 
reconciliation has already been done.
50
 
                                               
Seventh-day Adventists, 1988), 216-229.  
46Seventh-day Adventists Believe, 216; Fortin, 131. Her literary output by the time of her death 
consisted of more than 100,000 pages with 24 books in current circulation, two book manuscripts ready for 
publication, 5,000 periodical articles in the journals of the church; 200 or more out-of-print tracts and 
pamphlets; 6,000 typewritten manuscript documents consisting of letters and general manuscripts, 
aggregating approximately 35,000 typewritten pages; 2,000 handwritten letters and documents and diaries, 
journals, etc., when copied comprising 15,000 typewritten pages. See Neufeld, Seventh-day Adventist 
Encyclopedia, 880-881. 
47Seventh-day Adventists Believe, 226. See also Arthur L. White, Ellen G. White: Woman of 
Vision, 5. 
48See the preface and the first chapter of John Stott‘s The Cross of Christ titled ―The Centrality of 
the Cross.‖ He asserts that ―the cross is the center of the evangelical faith‖ (8). According to Stott, whereas 
sin caused an estrangement, ―the cross, the crucifixion of Christ, has accomplished an atonement.‖ Basic 
Christianity (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1971), 82. 
49Stott, Cross of Christ, 201. 
50Ibid. In order to emphasize the atonement as a finished work of Christ, he quotes approvingly the 




According to Stott, the death of Jesus on the cross was ―something objective, final, 
absolute and decisive.‖
51
 It is a declaration of a divine deed that has already been done in 
Christ.
52
 He argues that the climax of Christ‘s incarnation and ministry was the cross. He 
states that ―it is this historical act, involving his death for our sins, which Scripture calls 
his sin-bearing sacrifice and which was finished once for all‖ and which cannot be 
repeated, extended, or prolonged.
53
 
In the case of Ellen White, the cross is also the central event in the work of the 
atonement. She argues unequivocally that atonement was accomplished at the cross. In 
1915, she wrote as follows on the significance of the death of Christ: 
The sacrifice of Christ as an atonement for sin is the great truth around which all 
other truths cluster. In order to be rightly understood and appreciated, every truth 
in the Word of God, from Genesis to Revelation, must be studied in the light that 
streams from the cross of Calvary. I present before you the great, grand 
monument of mercy and regeneration, salvation and redemption,—the Son of God 
uplifted on the cross.
54 
In this connection, Denis Fortin has noted: ―Clearly and consistently, Ellen White 
viewed the sufferings and the death of Christ as the core events of the plan of salvation 
and used the word atonement to describe their effect in favor of lost sinners.‖
55
 
                                               
something which is done. No doubt there is a work of Christ which is in process, but it has as its basis a 
finished work of Christ.‖ James Denney, The Death of Christ (London: Tyndale, 1951), 85-86, quoted in 
Stott, Cross of Christ, 199. Denney adds: ―A finished work of Christ and an objective atonement —a 
katallage in New Testament sense—are synonymous terms; the one means exactly the same as the other.‖ 
Ibid., 86. 
51John Stott, ―The Meat of the Gospel,‖ Decision, January 1962, 4, quoted in John Stott, Authentic 
Christianity, intro. by Timothy Dudley Smith (Leicester, UK: Inter-Varsity, 1995), 54. 
52Stott, Authentic Christianity, 55. 
53Stott, Cross of Christ, 267. Stott adds, ―That is why Christ does not have his altar in heaven, but 
only his throne. On it he sits, reigning, his atoning work done, and intercedes for us on the basis of what has 
been done and finished‖ (267-268). 
54Ellen G. White, Gospel Workers (Washington, DC: Review and Herald, 1915), 315. 
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However, Ellen White broadens the concept of atonement to include not only the 
cross, but also Christ‘s intercessory ministry in the heavenly sanctuary. In 1911, she 
wrote: ―The intercession of Christ in man‘s behalf in the sanctuary above is as essential 
to the plan of salvation as was His death upon the cross. By His death He began that work 
which after His resurrection He ascended to complete in heaven.‖
56
 She regarded 
atonement as moving in a line across the history of redemption in such a way that it not 
only makes provision for the forgiveness of sins (at the cross), but also involves the 
application of the gains of atonement to repentant sinners through the high priestly 
ministry of Jesus (in the heavenly sanctuary).
57
 
The theological problem that then arises is this: How can one work towards some 
potential reconciliation of John Stott‘s presentation of atonement (which is very 
crucicentric) with that of Ellen White who goes beyond the cross to include the heavenly 
sanctuary ministry of Jesus in her understanding of atonement? Are there any bases in the 
atonement theology of John Stott for the accommodation of the apparently broader view 
of Ellen White on the atonement and vice versa? What accounts for the differences in 
their presentations of atonement in the light of their common penal substitutionary 
                                               
(Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1948), 2:200-215, where she refers to the life, sufferings and death of 
Jesus as the atonement. See also the following references from the writings of Ellen G. White: The Spirit of 
Prophecy, 4 vols. (Battle Creek, MI: Review and Herald, 1870), 1: 44-54; Patriarchs and Prophets 
(Oakland, CA: Pacific Press, 1890), 63-70; Manuscript 128, 1897; ―Without Excuse,‖ Review and Herald, 
September 24, 1901; The Great Controversy, 421, 428, 489, 623. 
56E. White, The Great Controversy, 489. 
57Woodrow W. Whidden II, Ellen G. White on Salvation: A Chronological Study (Hagerstown, 
MD: Review and Herald, 1995), 48. Denis Fortin has argued that Ellen G. White uses the word 
―atonement‖ in three different ways. In a number of instances, she uses the word to describe the event of 
the cross as a complete atonement. In some other places, ―atonement‖ takes on a broader meaning and 
includes the intercessory (high priestly) ministry of Christ in the heavenly sanctuary as part of his 
redemptive work. Her third use of the word ―atonement‖ encompasses Christ‘s entire life of suffering 
which includes the cross as the central event and all that Christ is doing for human salvation up to the final 
eradication of sin (―The Cross of Christ,‖ 139). 
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understanding of atonement? These questions will guide this dissertation in the effort to 
better understand the contributions of both John Stott and Ellen White to the doctrine of 
atonement. 
Purpose 
The purpose of this dissertation is to compare and contrast the concept of 
atonement as found in the writings of John Stott and the writings of Ellen White with 
particular reference to the theological problem of the contrasting scope of atonement 
present in the two respective systems. One goal is to discover whether both approaches 
carry evangelical grounds for any rapproachment between the contrasting positions 
regarding the scope of atonement. A second goal is to discover whether both approaches 
make distinctive contributions to the Christian theology of atonement. 
The study will analyze the biblical data used by Stott and White to support their 
respective positions. Each author will be allowed to speak for himself or herself in order 
to clearly bring out the author‘s modes of thinking and argumentation. Without distorting 
their views, the study will endeavor to present their categories of thought and 
argumentation in a condensed form. 
Justification 
In view of the fact that the Christian Church has not made any one doctrine of 
atonement orthodox, the field is left open for the study of the different understandings of 
atonement within the Christian Church. This is all the more imperative when one realizes 
that atonement is not a dispensable appendage to the Christian religion, but is rather the 
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―substance and kernel‖ of Christianity.
58
 Indeed, it is imperative for the effort toward the 
understanding of atonement to continue as each generation engages in an effort to make it 




In spite of the stature of John Stott as a leader of the evangelical wing of the 
Anglican Church and a key contributor to the growth of evangelicalism internationally, 
there have been only three dissertations on John Stott‘s theology
60
 as far as I can 
ascertain. None of the dissertations attempted a comparative study of atonement in Stott‘s 
theology. In the case of Ellen White, several dissertations have been written on her role 
and contributions to the growth of the Seventh-day Adventist Church and different 
aspects of her theology.
61
 However, there have been only a few comparative studies done 
                                               
58Brunner, The Mediator, 40. 
59F. R. Barry, The Atonement (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1968), 12-15. See also Fiddes, 
Past Event and Present Salvation, 5, where he argues that different concepts of the atonement have 
occupied center stage at different periods of history due to the fact that the understanding of the basic 
human predicament has changed from age to age. 
60William Arthur Groover, ―The Theology and Methodology of John R. W. Stott as a Model for 
Pastoral Evangelism‖ (Ph.D. diss., Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, KY, 1988); Mark 
Duane Becton, ―An Analysis of John Stott‘s Preaching as Bridge-Building as Compared to the Preaching of 
Martyn David Lloyd Jones‖ (Ph.D. diss., SouthWestern Baptist Theological Seminary, Fort Worth, TX, 
1995); Per-Axel Sverker, ―‗Bible‘ and ‗Gospel‘ in John Stott‘s Theology‖ (Diss. for Theol. D., Lunds 
Universitet, Sweden, 1999). While the focus of Groover‘s dissertation is on John Stott‘s contributions to 
pastoral evangelism, Becton‘s dissertation is focused on homiletics and Sverker‘s (Swedish) on the identity 
and definition of the Anglican evangelicalism of John Stott. 
61For instance see Guy Herbert Winslow, ―Ellen Gould White and Seventh-day Adventism‖ 
(Ph.D. diss., Clark University, Worcester, MA, 1933); W. R. Lesher, ―Ellen G. White‘s Concept of 
Sanctification‖ (Ph.D. diss., New York University, New York, 1970); Roy E Graham, Ellen G. White: Co-
Founder of the Seventh-day Adventist Church (New York: Peter Lang, 1985); Woodrow W. Whidden II, 
―The Soteriology of Ellen G. White: The Persistent Path to Perfection, 1836-1902‖ (Ph.D. diss., Drew 
University, Madison, NJ, 1989); Yoshio Murakami, ―Ellen G. White‘s Views of the Sabbath in the 
Historical, Religious, and Social Context of Nineteenth-Century America‖ (Ph.D. diss., Drew University, 
Madison, NJ, 1994); Craig H. Newborn, ―Articulating and Illustrating a Dialogical Hermeneutic for 
Interpreting the Writings of Ellen White‖ (Ph.D. diss., Claremont School of Theology, Claremont, CA, 
1997). See also Jairyong Lee, ―Faith and Works in Ellen G. White‘s Doctrine of the Last Judgment‖ (Ph.D. 
diss., Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI, 1985). Other related dissertations are Rolf J. Pöhler, 




on Ellen White‘s soteriology.
62
 The goal of one such study (Gunnar Pedersen‘s 
dissertation) was to investigate to what degree the classical Protestant principles of grace 
alone, Christ alone, and faith alone are shared by Ellen White. 
Limitations 
This study will focus only on a comparison of the atonement theologies of John 
Stott and Ellen White. It will also discuss other areas of their writings that may constitute 
presuppositions for their respective atonement theologies. The discussion of such 
presuppositions will only go as far as the extent to which they help us to understand the 
respective theological positions of both Stott and White in relation to atonement. Such 
presuppositions would include the doctrines of God, the human condition, hamartiology, 
Christology, the Old Testament sacrificial system, and the New Testament teaching on 
the atonement. The study will discuss only the work of Christ ―for us‖ (his work for our 
justification) and not his work ―in us‖ (sanctification). 
The study will focus specifically on those primary sources that concern atonement 
                                               
diss., Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI, 1995); Alberto Ronald Timm, ―The Sanctuary and the 
Three Angels‘ Messages, 1844-1863: Integrating Factors in the Development of Seventh-day Adventist 
Doctrines‖ (Ph.D. diss., Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI, 1995); Ronald D. Bissell, ―The 
Background, Formation, Development, and Presentation of Ellen White‘s Concept of Forgiveness from Her 
Childhood to 1864‖ (Ph.D. diss., Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI, 1990); Merlin D Burt, ―The 
Historical Background, Interconnected Development, and Integration of the Doctrines of the Sanctuary, the 
Sabbath, and Ellen G. White's Role in Sabbatarian Adventism From 1844 to 1849‖ (Ph.D. diss., Andrews 
University, Berrien Spings, MI, 2002). 
62Gunnar Pedersen, ―The Soteriology of Ellen G. White Compared with the Lutheran Formula of 
Concord: A Study of the Adventist Doctrine of the Final Judgment of the Saints and Their Justification 
Before God‖ (Th.D. diss., Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI, 1995); Nkosiyabo Zhou Zvandasara, 
―The Concept of Sin in the Theologies of Ellen G. White and Leonardo Boff: A Comparative Study‖ 
(Th.D. thesis, University of South Africa, Pretoria, SA, 1997); Lee Swafford Burchfield, ―Adventist 
Religious Experience, 1816-1868: A Comparison of William Miller and Ellen White‖ (Ph.D. diss., 
Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, Louisville, KY, 1996); Ruth Elizabeth Burgeson, ―A Comparative 
Study of the Fall of Man as Treated by John Milton and Ellen G. White‖ (M.A. thesis, Pacific Union 
College, Angwin, CA, 1957). See also Fortin, 131-140. 
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in both Stott and White. It will not be concerned with those aspects of their writings that 
relate to issues that are extraneous to the topic under discussion (such as Christian 
involvement in social action in the case of John Stott or the wide range of counsels to the 
church and individuals in the case of Ellen White). 
Method 
In order to bring out clearly the similarities and differences between the two 
views of the atonement, the presentation of atonement theology of the authors will 
examine their respective assumptions, presuppositions, and methodology, the issue of the 
centrality of the cross, what the cross achieved, the issue of atonement as substitution, the 
high priestly ministry of Christ, and the scope of the atonement. While the presentations 
of the two views of atonement will be mainly descriptive, the comparison will be largely 
evaluative. 
The study will also examine both their internal consistency (logical coherence) 
and external consistency (consonance with the biblical data and historical theology). An 
effort will be made to see if the two views of atonement can be reconciled in the light of 
their common claim to a commitment to the biblical teaching on atonement. The 
dissertation will be a descriptive and analytical comparative study of atonement in the 




THEORIES OF ATONEMENT 
Because the Christian Church has not clearly defined the orthodox position on the 
meaning of the work of Christ for our salvation,
1
 different theories of atonement have 
been proposed over the centuries since the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ. In 
light of this, and if it is true that ―the heart of the Protestant exposition of the Christian 
faith is the great act of God in Jesus Christ for our redemption,‖
2
 then each Christian 
generation needs both to study and to express the meaning of atonement in terms that are 
true to Scripture and relevant to its own context. Therefore, in this chapter I endeavor to 
provide a short account of the development of the doctrine of atonement in the Christian 
Church over the centuries with a view to show what each generation and particular 
theologians have contributed to our understanding of atonement. 
Ransom Theory 
During the first two centuries after Christ, little or no attempt was made to 
advance a theory of atonement.
3
 Grensted has argued thus: ―It was not in theory but in 
                                               
1Grensted, A Short History of the Doctrine of the Atonement, 2. In addition to Grensted‘s A Short 
History, the discussion in this chapter makes extensive use of the following books for ease of reference and 
because they adequately cover the grounds for the discussion: McDonald, The Atonement of the Death of 





life that the Living Fact approved itself to men, and so it is natural that the earliest days 
of the Church should be marked by emphasis upon the Atonement as a fact. . . . The 
subject is treated in the main devotionally, and the language of the New Testament is 
used freely and without comment.‖
4
 
Such New Testament terms as ―sacrifice,‖ ―propitiation,‖ and ―redemption‖ are 
freely used, but no conscious effort is made to work out their theological implications. 
The theologians of the period felt that such terms were sufficient to express the Christian 
experience of the Cross since ―the age of doubts and questioning had not yet begun.‖
5
 
However, it is possible to trace definite tendencies of thought during the period. One such 
tendency is the ransom theory. In the discussion of the ransom theory, I will be focusing 
on the views of Irenaeus, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianzus. 
Irenaeus (140-202) 
During the first two centuries of the Christian era, when writers ventured to 
speculate upon the atonement, which seldom happened, they were content with a 
rudimentary theory that was based upon the idea of a transaction between God and the 
devil who was thought to have certain rights against man.
6
 That such a theory could 
occupy center stage for nine hundred years as the ordinary exposition of the fact of 
atonement is itself an adequate proof that the need for serious discussion of the doctrine 
                                               
4Ibid. Paul has noted that the theological writing of the Apostolic Fathers did not go much beyond 
the ethical response that the death of Christ is able to inspire in believers. He adds, ―Perhaps a great part of 
the stress which the writers of this early period place upon the Christian's ethical response must be seen in 






had not yet been felt.
7
 Grensted has argued that ―it was, indeed, the very crudity of this 
theory which, at the revival of theological learning, drove the Western Church to 
speculate on the doctrine, a process which has at times threatened to obscure the fact.‖
8
 
It is not until the time of Irenaeus that an attempt is made to arrive at a theory of 
atonement. It is noteworthy that G. Aulén in his seminal work, Christus Victor, calls for a 
return to what he calls the ―classic doctrine‖ of atonement which, in his view, Irenaeus 
espoused.
9
 His contribution is all the more appreciated when viewed against the views of 
two of his great theological contemporaries, Clement of Alexandria (150-215) and 
Tertullian (ca. 155-225), both of whom tend to repeat the same kind of views that we find 
in earlier writers.
10
 In the view of Irenaeus, Jesus Christ has done something for humanity 
as a whole by His sacrifice and death.
11
 According to Paul, the ―representative character 
of Christ‘s work is central in Irenaeus's doctrine of the Atonement and in particular in his 
use of the Pauline doctrine of the ‗Second Adam.‘‖
12
 
                                               
7Ibid. 
8Ibid. Grensted further notes that the ransom or bargain theory of atonement does not represent the 
whole thought of the early Church on the subject neither was it in any sense the official or authoritative 
position of the Church. The theory was the speculation of curious but isolated thinkers who delved into 
solving the deeper problems of the faith, and thus it recurs again and again (Grensted, 34). 
9G. Aulén, Christus Victor, trans. A. G. Hebert (London: SPCK, 1931), 16-17. 
10Paul, 47. Tertullian‘s doctrine of atonement is more or less in line with that of his predecessors. 
Tertullian is the one who prepared the way for a later theory of the doctrine by appropriating the term 
―satisfaction‖ from Roman law and employing it with reference to penance. Robert Paul argues that, while 
he did not apply the idea to the doctrine of atonement itself, it is quite possible that by using the term 
―satisfaction‖ he opened the way for Anselm's later use of the word and thus became the unconscious 
precursor of both the Western conception of penance and atonement and of the Reformation reaction to it 
(Paul, 47-48). See also Sydney Cave, The Doctrine of the Work of Christ (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 
1947), 90-91. 
11Paul argues that this emphasis on the objective thing that Jesus has done for human redemption 
was a reaffirmation of the Pauline conception of the solidarity of the human race and our Lord's action on 




Irenaeus argues that the destiny of the whole human race had been centered in its 
protagonists—first Adam and then Jesus Christ. Christ ―recapitulated in himself the 
ancient making of Adam.‖
13
 Man was held in bondage through apostasy, and because he 
could not release himself, God‘s Word entered into the situation and ―gave himself a 
ransom for those who had been led into captivity.‖ Even though ―the apostasy‖ had 
tyrannized over us unjustly, God had to act in accordance with His just nature, ―not 
redeeming his own from it by force, although it at the beginning had merely tyrannized 
over us, greedily seizing the things there were not its own, but by persuasion, as it is 
fitting for God to receive what he wishes by gentleness and not by force.‖
14
 
The idea of what is ―fitting‖ for God is perhaps the governing idea in Irenaeus's 
distinct concept of recapitulation and his doctrine of atonement. Robert Paul, 
commenting on this aspect of the writings of Irenaeus, has argued thus: 
He works it out by an appeal to the types and parallels in the Old and New 
Testaments: our bondage to sin had been caused by the fruit of a tree, so we are 
redeemed by the fruit of the Cross, Adam had been tempted and by the 
disobedience of a virgin, Eve, and therefore it was fitting that our salvation should 
also come through the obedience of the Virgin, Mary; the wisdom of the serpent 




The parallelism comes to its climax in the fall of Adam, and in the redemptive 
work of Christ, the Second Adam, our Lord who ―recapitulates‖ the scene of the fall on 




                                               






Irenaeus also demonstrates the indispensable relationship between the Incarnation 
and the Atonement, for Christ would not ―have truly redeemed us by his blood if he had 
not been truly made man, restoring again to his own creation what was said in the 
beginning, that man was made according to the image and likeness of God.‖
17
 It seems 
quite plausible that there was a ―fitness‖ in the way in which God acts, that is, in 
conformity to His own nature. It is this central idea which leads Irenaeus to insist that 
even in His dealings with the devil which has us in bondage, God was bound to act justly 
and not arbitrarily.
18
 It is evident that his conception of Christ‘s representative work rests 
in the final analysis on his justification of God's ethical nature. 
Additionally, in taking up the conception of Christ's ―solidarity‖ with humanity, 
Irenaeus asserted that the only kind of objective atonement that is in accord with the 
Fatherhood of God revealed in Jesus Christ ―is redemption which is cosmic in its 
proportions and all-inclusive in its intention.‖
19
 In short, his point is that ―when Christ 
acted he redeemed not only men but Mankind, not simply creatures but Creation.‖
20
 
In Irenaeus‘s Adversus Haereses, one finds echoes of Pauline passages such as the 
following: Rom 5:14-17; 1 Cor 15:20-22, 45-49. He makes several references to 
1 Pet 1:18, 19, mostly indirectly, but sometimes directly. One instance is where he wrote 
as follows: ―Redeeming us by his blood in accordance with his reasonable nature, he 
                                               
17Irenaeus, 5.1. Here is direct reference to Gen 1:26, 27. 
18Paul, 50. See also Hastings Rashdall, The Idea of the Atonement in Christian Theology (London: 





gave himself a ransom for those who have been led into captivity.‖
21
 In another place, he 
links the idea of redemption found in 1 Pet 1:18, 19 with that of the incarnation by 
asserting that without the incarnation Jesus could not have accomplished the 
redemption.
22
 One other significant Bible passage that he utilized is Gen 3:15. He 
asserted that Jesus ―completely renewed all things‖ by engaging the enemy in battle and 




Gregory of Nyssa (335-395) 
The main interest of the fourth-century Cappadocian trio, Basil, and the two 
Gregories (of Nyssa and Nazianzus), was in securing the Nicene Christology. It is 
therefore inevitable that when they allude to the work of Christ, they tend to state its 
significance in terms first that are usually associated with Athanasius.
24
 Gregory of Nyssa 
in particular refers most often to the redemption achieved by the Word, the Logos of God, 
incarnate. His name is often associated with the view of Christ‘s work as a ransom paid 
to the devil,
25
 a view that Origen had developed about a century earlier.
26
 
Gregory of Nyssa is the one who would make quite clear what Origen left 
uncertain and develop a classical expression of the theory. He starts from the idea of 
God‘s justice and dwells on the fact that man had placed himself under the devil‘s claim. 
                                               
21See Irenaeus, 5.1. 
22Ibid., 5.2 
23Ibid., 5.21. 





Therefore, the devil must have no ground for a just complaint in regard to the method 
God employs to ransom the captives, since human beings voluntarily bartered away their 
freedom. He argues further that only a method that is consonant with justice ought be 
devised by God in order to rescue us. This means that God needs to give the slave master 
whatever ransom he may agree to accept for the people in his possession.
27
 
The devil, urged on by his own pride, was very eager to accept a price more 
valuable than the souls which he held in bondage, and such a price was offered to him in 
Christ, whose Deity was veiled with flesh so that the devil might not feel any fear in 
approaching Him. This approach, according to Gregory, shows God‘s goodness, wisdom, 
and justice.
28
 The result of this deception is stated by Gregory thus: ―Hence it was that 
God, in order to make himself easily accessible to him who sought the ransom for us, 
veiled himself in our nature. In that way, as it is with greedy fish, he might swallow the 
Godhead like a fishhook along with the flesh, which was the bait.‖
29
 
It is to be noted that, though this is a grotesque image, yet for Gregory of Nyssa it 
is only an image. Robert S. Paul has written, ―Gregory is not unaware of the moral 
problem of how to reconcile the absolute justice of God with perpetrating a deception in 
order to achieve his ends.‖
30
 Gregory‘s conclusion is that the deceit was in reality ―a 
crowning example of justice and wisdom,‖ in the sense that what God did was a supreme 
example of paying the devil with his own coin.
31
 In Gregory‘s defense, it should be noted 
                                               
27Gregory of Nyssa, Oratio Catechetica, 22. See also Grensted, 39. 
28Ibid., 23. 





that he does not present his picture as a statement of what happened, but as an analogy of 
what happened. For the theory to have had such widespread acceptance, to the extent that 
it almost became the official doctrine of the Church, suggests that it must have 
demonstrated real spiritual truths about the redemption of mankind.
32
 
Gregory of Nyssa modifies the image when he likens God's ―deception‖ of the 
devil to a beneficial deception that may be practiced by a physician to ensure the cure of 
his patient. He believes that the devil himself will ultimately benefit from God‘s saving 
action in Christ.
33
 This is an aspect of the doctrine of atonement proffered by Gregory of 
Nyssa which has not been sufficiently recognized and considered along with the idea of 
God's entrapment of the devil.
34
 
Gregory of Nazianzus (329-389) 
It was during the lifetime of Gregory of Nyssa that his close friend, Gregory of 
Nazianzus, attacked his ransom theory. Gregory of Nazianzus agreed that we were in 
bondage to the devil and that ransom is usually paid to the one who is in possession. But 
he expressed an outrage at the thought that the devil was the one to whom a ransom 
would be paid. In his words, ―Was the ransom then paid to the evil one? It is a monstrous 
thought. If to the evil one—what an outrage! Then the robber receives a ransom, not only 
from God, but one which consists of God Himself.‖
35
 
Though Gregory of Nazianzus showed himself to have an independent and critical 
                                               
32Ibid. 
33Oratio Catechetica, 26. 
34Paul, 56. 
35Gregory of Nazianzus, Oration 45.22, quoted in J. F. Bethune-Baker, An Introduction to the 
Early History of Christian Doctrine (London: Methuen, 1949), 343-344. 
 
26 
mind in standing against the ransom theory, he did not proffer any satisfactory theory in 
its place. He elaborated on the representative character of Christ‘s work and the idea of a 
second Adam from Paul and also stressed the obedience of Christ.
36
 He made a direct 
reference to Ps 22:1 when he quoted the text and wrote thus: ―[Christ] was in his own 
person representing us. For we were the forsaken and despised before, but now, by the 
sufferings of Him who could not suffer, we were taken up and saved.‖
37
 His writings are 
replete with many echoes of biblical texts such as the following: ―That as for my sake he 
was called a curse who destroyed my curse [an echo of Gal 3:13], and sin who takes 
away the sin of the world [an echo of 2 Cor 5:21], and became a new Adam to take the 
place of the old [an echo of Rom 5:14-19; 2 Cor 15:22, 45], just so he makes my 
disobedience his own as head of the whole body.‖
38
 
L. W. Grensted has provided a very useful summary of the thought of the early 
Eastern fathers in relation to atonement. He states that throughout the period from the 
time of Origen, the ransom theory is prominent wherever writers are consciously 
attempting to give an explanation of the significance of the cross.
39
 In spite of its 
influence, this theory was never held alone and its unwelcome features are largely 
covered by the less definite ideas with which it is associated.
40
 
Sacrificial language, based largely upon the Bible, constantly recurs and thus the 
―Godward‖ aspect of atonement found expression. However, no effort was made to 
                                               







reconcile the sacrificial language with the metaphors of the ransom theory. Also many 
writers of the period emphasize the influence of the death of Christ as an inspiring 
example for the believer, though there is no consciousness of a theory.
41
 Despite the 
continued appearance of the ransom theory, the early Greek fathers held to a combination 
of those conceptions that emphasized what God has done and those that emphasized the 
human side in atonement. Those conceptions are expressed in sacrificial and ethical 
language, with the two aspects framed as a single picture with the aid of a mysticism 
which is characteristic of Eastern Christianity.
42
 
Evaluation of the Ransom Theory 
The ransom theory‘s employment of the image of the cross as victory over the 
evil powers and its use of the metaphor of ransom or redemption are in line with New 
Testament usage. The concept of recapitulation is in line with Paul‘s writing on Adam 
and Christ.
43
 The ransom metaphor powerfully communicated the saving significance of 
the cross and the acute need of humanity for liberation from enslavement to sin and the 
powers of evil at both the personal and corporate levels. While using the thought forms of 
the day, such as Platonic realism, they refused to be controlled by them.
44
 
While the ransom theory might be criticized for not capturing all of the 
                                               
41Ibid. 
42Grensted, 86-87. 
43For examples of metaphors of victory over the evil powers, see Gal 4:3-9; Col 2:13-15; and for 
metaphors of ransom/redemption see Matt 20:28; 1 Cor 6:20; Titus 2:14; Rev 5:9; for metaphors of 
recapitulation, see Rom 5:12-21; 1 Cor 15:22, 45; Eph 1:10. 
44For example, they did not go along with the logic of Platonism that would have implied that at 
the moment of incarnation of the Logos all humanity was saved. In addition they fully embraced the 
scandalous notion of God‘s becoming incarnate in human flesh and dying on a cross contrary to gnosticism. 
See Green and Baker, 124. 
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significance of the Cross, both Irenaeus and Gregory of Nyssa never claim that it does, 
and, in fact, they include other images and metaphors in their writings about the cross.
45
 
Though it is likely that the details surrounding the ransom metaphor may have 
contributed to its decline after the sixth century, its decline was more likely caused by a 
changing worldview and the Constantinian synthesis of church and state.
46
 
The Satisfaction Theory of Anselm (c. 1033-1109) 
Robert S. Paul suggests that most of the really earth-shaking writings in the 
history of human thought have been short ones. He believes that Anselm‘s Cur Deus 
Homo falls into this category of writings because, as a result of this brief treatise, Anselm 
completely destroyed the predominance of the ransom theory. In its place he substituted a 
new set of categories for the study of the doctrine of atonement which would predominate 
in theological discussions for the next eight hundred years.
47
 Grensted calls Anselm ―the 
most revolutionary thinker of his day,‖ even though he also wore the hat of a ―saint and 
loyal upholder of the Church.‖
48
 
Grensted notes that ―it has seldom been given to any writer to work such a change 
                                               
45Green and Baker argue that in this, they were following the New Testament writers in not 
attempting to put forward a single model as though it exhausted the whole meaning of the cross. When 
Gregory pushed beyond the New Testament and attempted to explain the details and mechanics of the 
ransom payment, he got into trouble because he based key parts of his explanation not on Scripture but on 
what logic told him was acceptable or unacceptable behavior for God. See Green and Baker, 125. 
46Ibid. Green and Baker add that the tension between the empire and the church had, in the early 
days of the church, led to an atonement theology grounded in the image of Christ conquering even in death. 
In their view, when the church became so closely linked with worldly powers, at that time a conflict-victory 





in the history of thought as that wrought by Anselm‘s short treatise.‖
49
 He states further 
that the effect of the treatise was to shift the center of theological speculation to the 
―Godward‖ aspect of atonement and ―finally to put an end to all attempts to state the 
doctrine of Redemption in terms of transaction with the devil.‖
50
 In itself this is not 
completely original. Language of the ―Godward‖ type had often been used by earlier 




Anselm tries to go deeper into the problem of the meaning of atonement for God 
Himself.
52
 For him, it is unthinkable to regard the devil as being in any sense the 
possessor of any rights over human beings. Also, the mere conception of God as Judge 
does not cover the facts of the case. He questions the justice of releasing the guilty and of 
punishing the innocent, however willing the latter may be to suffer. For him, ―some 
further thought than that of mere unanalyzed justice is necessary, if we are to regard God 
as Judge at all.‖
53
 Anselm‘s great contribution to the history of doctrine comes to the fore 
not just in seeing this difficulty, but in supplying a solution.
54
 
One of the principles of Roman Law that was current in the thought of the age 
was that of satisfaction as an alternative to punishment in the case of private offenses. 
Such an offense must be punished unless satisfaction is made. In fact, the whole 
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penitential system of the Church had long rested upon the idea that penance, as a 
satisfaction offered to God in this life, might, through the mediation of the Church, be 
accepted as an alternative to eternal death, which is the proper punishment of sin in the 
world to come. It was through the principle of satisfaction that Anselm sought a solution 
to the problem of atonement.
55
 
Along with the principle of satisfaction, there was another change which, though 
less conscious, was equally far-reaching in its results. The Roman idea of justice had 
been replaced by the more concrete personal dignity of the feudal overlords. Justice and 
law had now become a personal matter since any breach of the law, whether public or 
private, came to be viewed as a direct offense against a person.
56
 For Anselm, God was 
no longer a Judge, but rather a feudal Overlord who was bound to safeguard His honor 
and to demand an adequate satisfaction for any infringement of the same. Since the idea 
of such satisfaction was deep-seated in the thought of the day, and realizing that the use 
of the idea of justice seemed to have failed, Anselm attempted to use the former to 
explain the problem of the Cross of Christ.
57
 
It is evident that Anselm‘s main intention is to destroy those elements in the 
ransom theory which, in his view, are contrary to the fundamental principle of atonement 
arising from within God‘s own nature,
58
 since there is no other way for God to save 
humanity. Toward this end, he criticizes (through Boso, his interlocutor) the idea that the 
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devil has ―rights‖ over humanity. The devil‘s seduction of mankind was much more like 
the action of a mutinous slave who has persuaded his fellow slave to join in his rebellion 
against their common Master. Though mankind deserved to be punished, nevertheless, 
the devil had no right to punish him. In fact, this was the height of injustice, since what 
motivated the devil to do it was not love of justice but malice towards mankind.
59
 
The old theory has been based upon a failure to perceive that that which is justly 
suffered may yet be unjustly inflicted. Neither the devil nor man has any status at all in 
God‘s court of justice, since both rightly belong to God.
60
 Boso argues that ―there was 
nothing in the devil to prevent God from using His power against him to liberate man.‖
61
 
In view of this very cogent argument, despite his earlier deference to his predecessors, 
Anselm does not even pretend to make a case against Boso in their support.
62
 It is clear 
that Anselm is the one really speaking through Boso, for all that then follows in the book 
is an effort to justify this position and to demonstrate the necessity for Christ, as God‘s 




In this regard, Robert Paul argues thus: 
This is his decisive step which undercut the former ransom theory of the 
Atonement, for although there had been those like Gregory of Nazianzus who had 
been unwilling to describe our redemption in terms of payment made to the devil, 
they had all been equally unwilling to think of the sacrifice of Christ as something 
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demanded by and paid to God the Father. What others drew back from, Anselm 
boldly accepted and sought to justify.
64 
Anselm argues that God cannot simply forgive sin without punishing it, since the 
right treatment for any sin that is committed without satisfaction is to punish it.
65
 Nothing 
is less tolerable than that the creature should rob its Creator of the honor that is due to 
Him, and therefore, we have merited the just punishment of God unless we can give full 
satisfaction for our sin. But humanity is in a dilemma, since nothing we can do gives 
satisfaction to God for our past sins: Our penance, obedience, and good works of the 
present and the future are just what is due to God from us. Therefore, it is impossible for 
the individual to pay back to God the satisfaction due to Him from the sins of the past and 
to remove the consequences of past guilt.
66
 For Anselm, mankind‘s inability to pay to 
God the satisfaction that is due to Him is not an excuse but an additional condemnation.
67
 
Since Anselm argues that the redemption of humanity could not be achieved by 
human beings themselves, he therefore concludes that it must have been brought about by 
God‘s own initiative in such a way that it is won by a Savior who is both God and a 
representative of the human race—the God-Man. A pertinent question, then, concerns 
how God could possibly take human flesh and become human. The crucial bases for 
Anselm‘s doctrine of Atonement are thus the Incarnation and the Virgin Birth.
68
 
Though Anselm‘s book Cur Deus Homo has many echoes of Bible passages such 
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as Gen 3 (1.22), Matt 6:12 (1.12), yet it is clear that his whole theory is not based on any 
explicit Bible text(s). That is why Joseph M. Colleran has noted that ―the book is an 
attempt to go beyond the explicitly revealed truths, to get the fundamental plan of God 
underlying the events whose occurrence is attested by revelation.‖
69
 
Evaluation of the Satisfaction Theory 
Anselm‘s Cur Deus Homo has been the subject of rigorous analysis throughout 
subsequent theological eras and has produced contrary verdicts on its value and 
validity.
70
 Some have described it as ―epoch-making‖
71
 and ―the truest and greatest book 
on the atonement which has ever been written.‖
72
 Other comments have been less 
favorable. G. B. Stevens, for instance, considers that ―it would be difficult to name any 
prominent treatise on atonement, whose conception of sin is so essentially unethical and 
superficial.‖
73
 Harnack, having subjected Cur Deus Homo to a searching criticism, 




Even though his desire is to enhance the majesty and honor of God by asserting 
God‘s primacy over all things, he is sometimes led into representing God‘s actions in a 
repulsive manner to the contemporary reader.
75
 One of Anselm‘s most difficult problems 
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is to reconcile his emphasis on the sovereign majesty of God with the mercy and 
forgiveness of God as Jesus revealed them in the Gospels.
76
 Anselm argues that for God 
to forgive a person the satisfaction that is due to Him simply because the person cannot 
pay the debt is to say that God merely remits what He has no chance of receiving, which 
makes a mockery of God‘s forgiveness.
77
 
A second criticism of Anselm is in the relationship he presents between the Father 
and the Son and how this impacts his doctrine of the person of Christ. While it is true that 
he bases his whole conception of atonement upon the humanity of the Savior and that he 
holds to the necessity of our Lord having both a divine and human nature,
78
 the content 
he gives to the humanity of the Savior is seriously limited. While he maintains that it was 
fitting that the Lord should be like human beings and dwell among them without sin, he 
also argues that Jesus could not sin,
79
 could not be miserable in his temporal 
misfortunes,
80
 and could not share the experience of human ignorance.
81
 
A third criticism concerns Anselm‘s contrast between the honor and majesty of 
the Father and the sacrifice and humility of the Son, which driven further leads to either 
the Arian position regarding the person of Christ or tritheism regarding the doctrine of the 
Trinity.
82
 While he himself never falls into those errors, in the hands of less skillful 










theologians the danger was present.
83
 A fourth criticism relates to how Anselm 
sometimes pushed his metaphors beyond their proper use which, when taken over by 
theologians of later generations, have had serious negative repercussions. Indeed, these 
metaphors were taken over by the Western Church and they, in fact, provided the 
dominant ideas in the exposition of atonement until almost the middle of the nineteenth 
century. It is in this light that Robert Paul noted that, ―indeed, they became far more than 
metaphors and images; they became a theory, a doctrine, and almost a dogma.‖
84
 
On the positive side, we need to recognize that Anselm utilized the images of law, 
feudalism, and chivalry that were distinctive features of his own day and in a book which 
was written to deal with the doubts of ordinary people. Thus, it is clear that there are no 
categories, however well favored in the past or honored by long usage, which can take 
the place of the constant theological discipline of re-translating this doctrine into terms 
that are relevant to contemporary times.
85
 
Anselm‘s view gives objective reality to the death of Christ. He saw beyond ―the 
terms of his own system the reality of Christ‘s work as in a profound sense absolute and 
adequate for the soul‘s salvation.‖
86
 The death of Christ was, to him, a vivid personal and 
pastoral experience. H. D. McDonald has summarized Anselm‘s theory thus: ―If he 
[Anselm] failed in his theory to make the idea of it the one ground of justification—the 
only basis of permanent assurance of man‘s full acceptance, as the Reformers were to 
proclaim—Anselm does at least make sure of the fact that Christ‘s death provides the 







way whereby sin may be forgiven and the accusations of conscience silenced.‖
87
 
Moral Influence Theory: Peter Abelard (1079-1142) 
Peter Abelard studied theology under Anselm at his school in Laon.
88
 He was the 
first theologian to give formal expression to what some have called the moral influence 
theory of the atonement.
89
 The appearance of Abelard‘s interpretation of the atonement 
within a few years of that of Anselm illustrates the need for a revision of the doctrine of 
atonement by the eleventh and twelfth centuries.
90
 Abelard‘s approach could be better 
referred to as the theory of emotional appeal of divine love.
91
 Abelard‘s interpretation is 
found in his exposition of the Epistle to the Romans,
92
 The Epitome of Christian 
Doctrine,
93
 and in the articles of charges laid against him by Bernard of Clairvaux at the 
Council of Sens in 1411.
94
 
His central focus is on the Cross as the manifestation of the love of God. What 
provides the justification of humans is the kindling of divine love in the heart in the 
presence of the Cross. To love is to be free from the slavery of sin and to attain to the true 
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liberty of the children of God.
95
 Our justification and reconciliation consist in the singular 
grace shown to us in the Incarnation and in the endurance of Christ in teaching us by 
word and example even unto death on the cross. Therefore, he writes thus: ―That fired by 




Abelard writes further: ―Thus our redemption is that loftiest love inspired in us by 
the passion of Christ, which not only frees us from the slavery of sin, but also gives us the 
true freedom of the sons of God, that we may be wholly filled not with fear, but with love 
of Him who has displayed such grace to us. . . . He testifies, therefore, that He came to 
extend among men this true liberty of love.‖
97
 In his commentary on Rom 3:19-26, 
Abelard notes that love is ―a righteousness of God—something which God approves and 
by which we are justified in God‘s sight,‖ and that righteousness has been revealed in the 
teaching of the gospel.
98
 
In reference to the ―righteousness of God,‖ he asserts: ―By the faith which we 
hold concerning Christ love is increased in us, by virtue of the conviction that God in 
Christ has united our human nature to himself and, by suffering in that same nature, has 
demonstrated to us that perfection of love of which he himself says: ‗Greater love than 
this no man hath (John 15:13).‖
99
 Thus, for Abelard, the purpose of the incarnation and 
the passion of Christ is the revelation of the love of God to humans. 
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Abelard explains that Christ‘s exhibition of love was made ―by dying for us while 
we were still sinners.‖
100
 Abelard is not the first theologian to argue that the display of 
God‘s love in Christ inspires love in human beings. However, in the passages quoted 
above at least, he seems to regard it as a complete account of human redemption and not 
simply an aspect of the same.
101
 In this connection, Moberly has noted that it is a matter 
of sincere regret that ―he seems to lay so much causal stress upon the ‗exhibition‘ of the 




Remission of sins and reconciliation are wrought in His blood, but the power is 
love, that is, love in God working as love in us.
103
 But Abelard also notes that no matter 
how much human love is inflamed by God‘s great love, it still is imperfect and needs the 
merits of Christ‘s own perfect love.
104
 In view of the fact that it needed the death of 
Christ in order to expiate the sin of Adam, he questions the possibility of any expiation 
for the act of murder committed against Christ. He also questions whether it would not 
have been easier for God to just pardon the former sin.
105
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Evaluation of the Moral Influence Theory 
Abelard rightly emphasizes the love of God as revealed in the work of Christ. He 
sees the cross and the whole life of Christ as an outpouring of the love of God in 
forgiveness and restoration of the sinner to divine favor.
106
 He is also right to emphasize 
the moral influence of the God-Man upon human beings. By his emphasis on the 
subjective view as opposed to the objective view of Anselm, he brings the discussion of 
the atonement out of the metaphysical sphere into the realm of personal relationships.
107
 
However, it is a grave mistake that Abelard did not see Christ‘s death as having 
an absolutely necessary connection with the forgiveness of sins. In Abelard‘s view, the 
Cross is a mere incentive to love which makes its appeal to emotion and feeling but does 
not enter by the power of the Holy Spirit into the very heart of the human being.
108
 For 
him, though Christ died to kindle love in us, His death was not indispensable to the 
atonement. Christ showed His love to human beings especially by taking humans into 
personal union with Himself which was then followed by the forgiveness of sins.
109
 In 
this connection, H. D. McDonald writes as follows: ―Since, then, Christ‘s work is merely 
to ensure men of union with his divine life and his dealing with sin is a secondary issue, 
the forgiveness of sins has no vital association with the deed of the Cross. Such a notion 
is surely at odds with the apostolic word: in Christ we have our redemption through his 
blood, even the forgiveness of sin (Eph 1:7).‖
110
 








Another weakness of Abelard‘s theory of atonement is that it is primarily focused 
on the human being and too subjective. However, the New Testament consistently refers 
to the work of Christ by focusing on what God does. It declares that Christ gave Himself 
up for us, an offering to God (Eph 5:2); and that ―he offered himself without blemish to 
God‖ (Heb 9:14). The atonement both reveals the love of God and satisfies the necessity 
for divine justice. ―The cross has influence only in so far as it is in fact a propitiation for 
our sins.‖
111
 The moral influence of atonement is far more extensive than its reference to 
humans; it has a cosmic reach (Col 1:19-20).
112
 
Penal Substitution Theory 
One of the prominent facts of the history of theological thought is that the work of 
the reformers profoundly affected the doctrine of atonement. Though before the 
Reformation a few hints of a penal substitution theory can be found, after the 
Reformation, it becomes the generally held position among the great majority of 
Protestant writers.
113
 One point that must be noted is that the Reformers did not start out 
with the intention of remodeling the satisfaction theory, even though such remodeling 
was a natural result of some of the foundational principles they had adopted.
114
 
The reformers saw some aspects of Paul‘s teaching which had hitherto been 
generally ignored as central to a proper understanding of the atonement. This change in 
foundational approach profoundly affected the understanding of the problem of sin and 







grace and, consequently, how the fact of atonement was understood.
115
 The penal 
substitution theory emerged at the Reformation and held a supremacy over other theories 
within the Protestant churches for about three hundred years.
116
 Medieval scholasticism 
had centered soteriology in the authority and ordinances of the church and had also 
tended to emphasize more completely than ever before both the arbitrariness of the divine 
will and the futility of the human attempt to comprehend it.
117 
Martin Luther (1483-1546) 
Martin Luther studied under the later scholastics who were said to have prepared 
the way for the ultimate break between reason and revelation.
118
 Though the Reformation 
was the result of a long historical process, yet the occasion that launched it concerns a 
practical and unpremeditated issue. When in 1517 Luther posted his ninety-five theses on 
the door of All Saints Church, he was really more concerned with checking certain 
abuses within the practice of the Roman Catholic Church than with presenting a 
systematic alternative to its doctrines.
119
 
The questions Luther raised in relation to indulgences were primarily in relation 
to practical ecclesiastical reform. But later as the official position stiffened, the 
theological implications underlying the practice became glaring and led to the 
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formulation of a particular doctrine of redemption.
120
 Luther, like Paul the apostle and 
Augustine, had been overwhelmed with the supremacy of the loving grace of God
121
 and 
was horrified by either practice or precept which might appear to set anything human on 
the same plane as the sole sufficiency of Christ.
122
 
Luther and the other Reformers held a view of sin that is far deeper and more 
intense than the one generally held in the Middle Ages. Sin was no longer seen as 
disobedience or dishonor done to God which deprives Him of His due (the Anselmian 
view); sin was seen as a corruption that brings death (the view held by Athanasius and 
Augustine).
123
 Luther rejected the medieval view that the Fall merely deprived humanity 
of the special gifts of holiness and immortality bestowed upon Adam by God. He saw sin 




His personal struggle with sin and temptation informed his view of the condition 
of fallen humanity. According to Luther, for human beings to be put right with God again, 
the one necessity is faith in God in which the original righteousness had centered. It is 
faith and faith only in God which can justify humanity.
125
 For Luther, the thought of 
God‘s grace dominated every aspect of Christian doctrine. Grace is the only bedrock on 
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which faith depends. Humans cannot establish such a faith for their will is enslaved to sin. 




However, despite certain variations in the language used by different writers, 
Protestant theology as a whole continued to lay emphasis on the sinfulness and 
helplessness of humans. This was foreign to contemporary Roman theologians and had 
little precedent except in Augustine. The new emphasis enhanced the rise into 
prominence of the doctrine of atonement. From this time onward, it occupies a more 
central position than it had held for the medieval theologians.
127
 
Luther‘s main importance with regard to atonement is due to the fact that he 
supplied the principles upon which the other Reformers built. However, his own 
treatment of atonement is not worked out in detail. Its most complete statement is found 
in his comment on the words, ―Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law, having 
become a curse for us‖ (Gal 3:13)
128
 and it is marked by the force of Luther‘s mystical 
and passionate rhetoric more than by any accuracy of thought.
129
 However the elements 
of the characteristic Reformation doctrine are all present in the comment. He states the 
transaction of atonement from the point of view of legal justice and views the death of 
Christ as the legal penalty for sin. The law demands punishment and that punishment 
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must not only be inflicted, it must also be endured.
130
 
In his comments on Gal 3:13, Lectures on Galatians, Luther notes that Paul in this 
passage does not say that ―Christ became a curse on his own account, but that He became 
a curse ‗for us.‘‖ Thus, the whole emphasis is on the phrase ‗for us.‘ He wrote further: 
For Christ is innocent so far as His own Person is concerned; therefore He should 
not have been hanged from the tree. But because, according to the Law, every 
thief should have been hanged, therefore, according to the Law of Moses, Christ 
Himself should have been hanged; for He bore the person of a sinner and a 
thief—and not of one but of all sinners and thieves. For we are sinners and 
thieves, and therefore we are worthy of death and eternal damnation. But Christ 
took all our sins upon Himself, and for them He died on the cross. Therefore it 
was appropriate for Him to become a thief and, as Isaiah says (53:12), to be 
―numbered among the thieves.‖
131
 
One cannot but notice the force of Luther‘s literal interpretation of Isa 53:12 when 
he wrote further: 
Therefore this general Law of Moses included Him, although He was innocent so 
far as His own Person was concerned; for it found Him among sinners and 
thieves. . . . Christ was not only found among sinners; of His own free will and by 
the will of the Father He wanted to be an associate of sinners and thieves and who 
were immersed in all sorts of sin. Therefore when the Law found Him among 
thieves, it condemned and executed Him as a thief.
132
 
Luther argues further that, though Jesus Christ is ―the Lamb of God‖ (John 1:29), 
who is innocent and without blemish, but since He bears the sins of the world, ―His 
innocence is pressed down with the sins and the guilt of the entire world.‖
133
 In his words, 
―Whatever sins I, you, and all of us have committed or may commit in the future, they are 
as much Christ‘s own as if He Himself had committed them. In short, our sins must be 
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Christ‘s own sins, or we shall perish eternally.‖
134
 He employs Isa 53:6 (―The LORD has 
laid on Him the iniquity of us all‖) very literally to interpret Ps 40:12, Ps 41:4 and 
Ps 69:5 to mean that Christ has sinned.
135
 Luther utilizes the dramatic picture of Christ in 
conflict with the forces of sin and death and the curse of the law, and concludes thus: 
―Christ, who is the divine Power, Righteousness, Blessing, Grace, and Life, conquers and 
destroys these monsters—sin, death, and the curse—without weapons or battle, in His 
own body and in Himself, as Paul enjoys saying (Col 2:15): Having disarmed the 
principalities and powers, triumphing over them in Him.‖
136
 
It has also been noted that perhaps what comes out clearly in Luther is that though 
he is a ―creative thinker of the highest order,‖ his presentation of atonement is ―neither 
systematic nor consistent.‖
137
 Luther does not think in terms of clearly formulated 
―theory,‖ but in terms of pictures and images. Paul has noted that ―if the ransom and 
penal images come to the fore in his thought, they are by no means exclusive of other 
ideas in which he represents our Lord‘s work as our sacrifice or sacrament, and as our 
example.‖
138
 Thus, it is clear that, apart from the penal image, Luther employs other 
biblical images to present his understanding of atonement. 
John Calvin (1509-1564) 
It was the theology of John Calvin that provided the battleground on atonement 








among theologians in Britain and America during the nineteenth century. John Calvin 
was more of a systematic theologian than Luther in the sense that with a single book, The 
Institutes of the Christian Religion, we have his concise but comprehensive exposition of 
the Christian faith.
139
 His importance is largely because he is a systematizer (rather than 
an original thinker) who produced what has been regarded as the great theological 
handbook of the Reformation, his Institutes.
140
 
Calvin‘s understanding of atonement has been described as that of penal 
substitution ―in its harshest form.‖
141
 He views God mainly as the avenging Judge who 
will not suffer His law to be violated with impunity.
142
 In Calvin, as in Luther, the idea 
and images of the penal theory are evident. In regard to the reasons for the necessity of 
the incarnation, he argues that ―the only reason given in Scripture that the Son of God 
willed to take our flesh, and accepted to this commandment from the Father, is that he 
would be a sacrifice to appease the Father on our behalf.‖
143
 Though the images that 
Calvin uses are sacrificial images, yet it is clear that they are often used with a meaning 
that is close to penal substitution.
144
 For Calvin, the manner in which Christ paid ―the 
penalty that we deserved‖
145
 goes beyond his mere suffering to include his life of 
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obedience to the Father.
146
 
In order to prove that, from the time of His incarnation, Jesus ―began to pay the 
price of liberation in order to redeem us,‖ he quotes Paul in Rom 5:19 [―As by one man‘s 
disobedience . . .‖], and Gal 4:4-5 [―But when the fullness of time came . . .‖] and 
Phil 2:7-8 [―He emptied himself, taking the form of a servant . . .‖]. He notes that ―no 
proper sacrifice to God could have been offered unless Christ, disregarding his own 
feelings, subjected and yielded himself wholly to his Father‘s will‖ and quoted Heb 10:7, 
which itself is taken from Ps 40:8 [―I delight to do Your will, O my God, And Your law 
is within my heart‖], to support his assertion.
147
 
In the first part of Book II, Calvin describes our disobedience and sin in view of 
the knowledge of God that is given to us and our need of redemption in the light of the 
fact that we are totally unable to redeem ourselves. Like Anselm, Calvin constructs his 
case to show the absolute necessity of divine intervention if mankind is to be saved. He 
shows that the purpose of the Old Testament is to tell the story of salvation 
(Heilsgeschichte) which points forward to the divine intervention of the Mediator, Christ. 
In his view, ―apart from the Mediator, God never showed favor toward the ancient people, 
nor ever gave hope of grace to them.‖
148
 
For Calvin, like Anselm, the atonement is the purpose of the incarnation and not 
simply its fulfillment, and therefore the atonement is central in his theology. Although 
one can find passages which seemingly suggest a separation between the Father and the 






Son in the work of redemption, in the light of the total picture Christ‘s work is presented 
as the intervention of God Himself in history. He refers to Irenaeus as saying ―that the 
Father, himself infinite, becomes finite in the Son, for he has accommodated himself to 
our little measure.‖
149
 Having shown on the one hand our utter inability to satisfy the God 
of righteousness who appears ―as the severe judge of evil deeds,‖ Calvin asserts that ―but 




He alludes to Rom 5 in his discussion of the incarnation. For instance, he argues 
that the Lord ―took the person and the name of Adam in order to take Adam‘s place in 
obeying the Father‖ and ―present our flesh as the price of satisfaction to God‘s righteous 
judgment.‖
151
 In his view, the ―Mediator never was promised without blood‖ and quotes 
Heb 9:22 and Isa 53:4-5 to buttress his point that the prophets promised that ―he would be 
the reconciler of God and man.‖
152
 
Calvin emphasizes that the purpose of Old Testament sacrificial worship was to 
point to Jesus Christ, who was a ―greater and more excellent reconciliation than that 
procured by beasts.‖
153
 Paul argues that, just as Christ is ―the fulfillment of Israel‘s 
history and prophecy in his office of Prophet and of her Messianic hope in his office as 
King, so in his office as Priest he is the fulfillment of her sacrificial worship.‖
154
 In order 









to properly understand Calvin‘s central ideas about atonement, we need to consider what 
he says in the whole passage where he discusses the threefold offices of the Lord 
(prophet, king, and particularly that which speaks of his priesthood).
155
 For Calvin, the 
three offices coalesce in Christ‘s person as Redeemer.
156
 
There are many passages in the Institutes where the penal substitution theory is 
clearly depicted, but one passage is particularly apposite in this regard: 
The priestly office belongs to Christ alone because by the sacrifice of his death he 
blotted out our guilt and made satisfaction for our sins. . . . Athough God under 
the law commanded animal sacrifices to be offered to himself, in Christ there was 
a new and different order, in which the same one was both priest and sacrifice. 
This was because no other satisfaction adequate for our sins, and no man worthy 
to offer to God the only-begotten Son, could be found. Now, Christ plays the 
priestly role, not only to render the Father favorable and propitious toward us by 
an eternal law of reconciliation, but also to receive us as his companions in this 
great office.
157 
The legal categories in which Calvin expressed the work of Christ led directly to 
the theory of penal substitution. For instance, he says that Christ was numbered with the 
transgressors so that He might ―take the role of a guilty man and evil doer.‖
158
 He also 
declares that the very form of His death brought Him not under the curse of men, but 
under the curse of the divine Law, in which case the whole curse that was due to us might 
be ―transferred to him,‖ and that the sacrifice and expiation that He offered were 
purifications bearing, by substitution, the curse due to sin.
159
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50 
Evaluation of the Penal Substitution Theory 
Martin Luther has been criticized on the ground that he is too literalistic in his 
interpretations of atonement and too extreme in his expressions of the same. For instance, 
he uses grotesque imagery in portraying Christ‘s victory over the devil and portrays 
Christ as the greatest of sinners.
160
 It is doubtful whether sin and guilt can be transferred 
in the manner depicted by Luther. There seems to be a dichotomy between the Father and 
the Son in the sense that, while the Father inflicts punishment, the Son endures it.
161
 
While both Luther and Calvin emphasize penal substitution in their theories of 
atonement, Calvin‘s statements are more moderate in tone and more systematic in 
treatment than Luther‘s. Calvin takes much more care to protect the moral purity of 
Christ in his interpretation than does Luther. Calvin‘s main emphasis is upon Christ 
enduring the penalty of our sins, whereas in Luther‘s treatment, the emphasis is upon 
Christ enduring the penalty of our sins based upon the presupposition that Christ literally 
became sin for us.
162
 
While Luther lays a greater stress upon the victory of Christ than does Calvin, the 
latter while not neglecting the theme of victory places a much greater emphasis upon the 
sacrificial aspect of the atonement than does Luther. Calvin interprets the death of Christ 
as a propitiation and sets his atoning work within the framework of his function as high 
priest.
163
 While insights from the Apostle Paul are evident in Calvin‘s presentation of 
atonement (which Anselm missed—that Christ bore the wrath and judgment of God 







against human sin), nevertheless Calvin understands this situation in an Anselmian way, 
that is, as a matter of reparation and ―compensation.‖
164
 Like the other Reformers, Calvin 




Paul Fiddes argues that, though Calvin‘s theory of penal substitution is compiled 
from biblical insights and makes exhaustive references to biblical texts, such as Anselm‘s 
theory (which makes less direct appeal to Scripture), it remains an interpretation of 
Scriptural elements by contemporary views of justice and therefore has a number of 
weaknesses.
166
 In Fiddes‘s view, penal substitution theory is too ―objective‖ at the 
expense of the ―subjective‖ dimension of atonement.
167
 The theory portrays atonement as 
a legal transaction or settlement between God the Father and God the Son in which 




Penal substitution theories add the human response of repentance and trust as a 
second stage in atonement. The subjective dimension comes as a later appropriation of 
what has already been achieved and misses the central aspect of atonement as the 
restoration of a relationship between persons and as an event of reconciliation in which 
all estranged partners are involved.
169
 Human reaction is irrelevant to atonement if the 
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atoning act is already complete. This is where Calvin is quite consistent when he makes 
the link between past event and present salvation one of election since, in this view, God 
includes human beings in the event of salvation only in the sense of choosing those who 
should have justifying faith and those chosen for eternal death.
170
 In spite of the 
criticisms of the penal susbstitution theories of atonement, it remains the most popular 
theory within the evangelical fold. 
The Socinian Theory: The Example View 
The Socinian position on atonement is set out in answer to the question of 
whether Christ really died ―to purchase our salvation‖ or if He literally paid ―the debt of 
our sins.‖ The answer from the Socinian viewpoint is stated thus: 
Although Christians at this time commonly so believe, yet this notion is false, 
erroneous, and exceedingly pernicious; since they conceive that Christ suffered an 
equivalent punishment for our sins, and by the price of his obedience exactly 
compensated our disobedience. There is no doubt, however, but that Christ so 
satisfied God by his obedience, as that he completely fulfilled the whole of his 
will, and by his obedience, through the grace of God, for all of us who believe in 
him, the remission of our sins, and our eternal salvation.
171
 
The volume by Faustus Socinus, De Jesu Christo Servatore (Of Jesus Christ the 
Saviour) published in 1594, is an immediate and vigorous protest against the forensic and 
punitive view of the atonement of the Reformers. Socinus and his Unitarian friends claim 
that the penal substitution view of atonement is ―false, erroneous and repugnant‖ because 
―nothing concerning it is to be found in the Scriptures‖ and ―that they who maintain the 
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opinion never adduce explicit texts of Scripture in proof of it, but string together certain 
inferences by which they endeavor to maintain their assertions.‖
172
 
The Socinians argue that ―the Scriptures every where testify that God forgives 
men their sins freely, and especially under the New Covenant (2 Cor 5:19; Rom 3:24, 25; 
Matt 18:23, etc.).‖
173
 To buttress their argument, they added: ―But to a free forgiveness 
nothing is more opposite than such a satisfaction as they contend for, and the payment of 
an equivalent price. For where a creditor is satisfied, either by the debtor himself, or 




The Socinian theory argues that there are two reasons why Christ should suffer 
and die the way He did. It quotes Rom 8:32
175
 in defense of this assertion. The first is that 
he might inspire us ―with a certain hope of salvation‖ and incite us ―both to enter and to 
persevere in it.‖
176
 The second reason is that He might thereby show that ―he is with us in 
every struggle of temptation, suffering, or danger, affords us assistance, and at length 
delivers us from eternal death.‖
177
 In support of the first reason, Socinus adduces biblical 
evidence from 1 Pet 2:21,
178
 and Heb 2:10. In support of the second reason, he cites 
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 4:15, and 5:8. He states that ―of all the things done by God and Christ 
with a view to our salvation, the death of Christ was the most difficult work, and the most 
evident proof of the love of God and Christ toward us.‖
180
 His emphasis was thus 
evidently on the exemplary and demonstrative character of the sufferings and death of 
Christ. 
In his critical rejection of the Reformed statement of atonement, Socinus advances 
a number of propositions which, if true, make the penal substitution theory void. His 
basic thesis is that the idea of satisfaction excludes the idea of mercy. The dilemma, as he 
sees it, is as follows: If sin is punished, it is not forgiven; if it is forgiven, it is not 
punished. He argues that the two, forgiveness and punishment, are contradictory. The 
Catechism argues thus: ―It is evident that God forgives and punishes sins whenever he 
deems fit, it appears that the mercy which commands to spare, and the justice which 
commands to destroy, do so exist in him as that both are tempered by his will, and by the 
wisdom, the benignity, and holiness of his nature.‖
181
 
The idea is that a complete equivalent rendered to God for the punishment due for 
sin nullifies the divine compassion in remitting sin.
182
 For Socinus, sin is a personal 
matter that cannot be borne by another person. The guilty person is the one who bears the 
punishment alone. Justice, on the other hand, can be arrested or forgone by an act of the 
will since it is a product of the will. Socinus argues that in relation to mankind, this is 
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precisely what God has done; He has left aside His justice in order to display His mercy. 
He argues that, quite apart from another‘s substitution for human sin—for there can be in 
reality none—God dispenses justice freely to forgive humanity its sin.
183
 There is 
therefore no need for an equivalent substitution to bear sin‘s penalty.
184
 
Evaluation of the Socinian Theory 
It is clear from the passages quoted above that Socinus has ―realised neither the 
seriousness of the offence of man, nor the utter holiness of God, holiness which can make 
no truce with sin.‖
185
 The significance of Christ is that He assures forgiveness of sins; He 
does not procure it. He is in no sense the mediator of salvation. He is the ―Savior‖ in the 
sense that He announces to humanity the way to eternal life. He expiates sin by assuring 
us of God‘s pardon following our repentance. The cross draws us to accept divine mercy 
and reveals to us God‘s indescribable love.
186
 For Socinus, the primary function of Christ 
is prophetic. As a prophet, He taught humanity the promises of God and also gave them 
an example of a perfect life.
187
 
Overall, the positive aspects of the theology of Socinus are of less importance 
historically than negative criticism, of which he was a master.
188
 His positive influence 
was limited because people realized that orthodoxy, whether Catholic or Protestant, did 
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more justice to the spiritual experience of Christians than Socinian rationalism.
189
 
Protestant theologians found it hard to defend the penal substitutionary theory against the 
criticisms of Socinus in view of the fact that ―its unbounded strength in some directions 
was counterbalanced by glaring defects in others.‖
190
 Socinian arguments highlighted 
such weaknesses of the penal substitutionary theory. 
Governmental Theory: Hugo Grotius (A.D. 1583-1645) 
The Socinian attack on the penal substitution theory soon provoked a counter-
attack. Hugo Grotius‘s defense of the theory came in the form of a book called A Defence 
of the Catholic Faith Concerning the Satisfaction of Christ Against Faustus Socinus.
191
 
His book opens with a defense of the basic Reformed contention that a satisfaction was 
necessary for God to justly extend mercy to humanity. Contrary to the position of 
Socinus, God could not simply forgive as He willed. He begins his case by arguing thus: 
The Catholic Doctrine, therefore, is as follows: God was moved by his own 
goodness to bestow distinguished blessings upon us. But since our sins, which 
deserved punishment, were an obstacle to this, he determined that Christ, being 
willing of his love toward men, should, by bearing the most severe tortures, and a 
bloody and ignominious death, pay the penalty for our sins, in order that without 
prejudice to the exhibition of the divine justice, we might be liberated, upon the 
intervention of a true faith, from the punishment of eternal death.
192
 
Though Grotius here uses the language of the penal theory, and despite his 
avowed intention of defending the prevailing Reformed view of the atonement, in reality, 
his view is a new one which steers something of a middle course between the Reformed 
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view on the one hand and the Socinian view on the other.
193
 His theory has been referred 
to as the Governmental or Rectoral Theory.
194
 The clause in the quote above, ―without 
prejudice to the exhibition of divine justice,‖ is a reflection of the wide gap between the 
thoughts of Grotius and the Calvinist theologians. When Grotius goes on to expand his 
theory, this conception of the display of God‘s justice receives a stress which profoundly 
affects his overall position. Grotius writes: 
The end of the transaction of which we treat, in the intention of God and Christ, 
which, proposed in the act, may also be said to have been effected, is two-fold; 
namely, the exhibition of the divine justice, and the remission of sins with respect 
to us, i.e. our exemption from punishment. For if you take the exaction of 
punishment impersonally, its end is the exhibition of the divine justice; but if 




The penal aspect of the atonement is thus given second place. Hence, the primary 
purpose of atonement is not satisfaction, but the justice of God. For Grotius, God, in His 
administration of punishment, is not to be regarded as absolute Lord or as an offended 
party, but rather as the head of a state or a family.
196
 Thus, his basic presupposition is that 
God is a moral governor of the world who acts in the best interest of His subjects.
197
  
Therefore, God is not bound to secure the full demands of absolute and ideal justice or 
full compensation for injury suffered, but only the ends of His own good government.
198
 
He agrees with Socinus that justice is not an inherent necessity of the divine nature since 









―the law is not something internal within God, or the will of God itself, but only an effect 
of that will.‖
199
 As a ruler, God can either abrogate or alter the law. God does in fact alter 
the law for reasons of His own glory and human salvation.
200
 Though the law still 




Unlike the Socinian theory, punishment is not ruled out. Grotius concludes that 
punishment is required in the interest of government, but it is not essential that it should 
be inflicted upon the sinner himself.
202
 Indeed, punishment may be inflicted upon 
someone else other than the sinner where the infliction of penalty is within the power of 
the punisher, and there is a certain connection between the one who has sinned and the 
one who is to be punished.
203
 He presents Christ‘s work as a sacrifice of satisfaction to 
the necessities of the relaxed law. He concurs with Socinus‘s criticism of the penal 




Grotius argues that the first cause which moved God to pay the penalty for human 
sin is His mercy or love for humanity, and quotes John 3:16 and Rom 5:8 to buttress this 
argument. In his view, the impulsive cause which moved God to act for our salvation is 
our sins, which fully deserved punishment. He also did some word study on the passages 









in which Greek words such as dia, uper, and perί are used in order to refute the 
arguments of Socinus that the final and not the impulsive cause of our human salvation is 
denoted. Such passages include Rom 8:32, Eph 5:6, Isa 53:6, and Rom 15:9.
205
 
Grotius considers the second efficient cause to be the willingness of Christ 
himself and cites John 10:17, 18, Gal 2:20, and Eph 5:2, 25. What moved Christ was His 
own love for humans. He quotes John 15:13 and Rev 1:5 in support of this viewpoint.
206
 
He notes the fact that Christ‘s death is presented in many Scriptural passages such as 
John 10:18, Col 1:21, 22, and Heb 9:15. He posits that the death of Christ is considered in 
the Bible with reference to two qualities: its being bloody and ignonimous and cited 
Matt 25:28, Luke 22:20, and Heb 9:12 (for the quality of being bloody) and Heb 12:2, 
and Isa 53:3 (for the quality of ignominy).
207
 
Unlike Socinus, who allows no necessary causal relationship between Christ‘s 
work and the forgiveness of sins, Grotius asserts that Christ bore the punishment for our 
sins by dying on the cross and refered to Isa 53:11 and 1 Pet 2:24 as his biblical bases for 
that assertion.
208
 He writes, ―It can by no means be doubted that with reference to God 
that the suffering and death of Christ had the character of a punishment.‖
209
 He quotes 
Rom 3:25, 26 as Scriptural evidence for this position. 
His conclusion is that Scripture teaches unambiguously that ―God is appeased and 
reconciled to us by the blood of Christ, that his blood was given for us as a price, that 








Christ died in our stead, and was our expiation.‖
210
 The reason he adduces for the 
sufferings and death of Christ is that ―God was unwilling to pass over so many sins, and 
so great sins, without a distinguished example‖
211
 of His hatred for sin and regard for law. 
In his view, Christ‘s work is essentially a sacrifice that reveals the love of God and makes 
such satisfaction as the law required.
212
 
Evaluation of Governmental Theory 
The governmental theory differs from the penal substitution view in several 
important ways. For instance, in Grotius‘s view, love not justice is the dominant quality 
of God. There is no quality of retributive justice in God which demands satisfaction for 
sin by punishment or an equivalent of punishment.
213
 The idea of an equivalence of sin 
and punishment is dropped, as well as the concepts of the imputation of the sinner‘s sins 
to Christ and of Christ‘s righteousness to the sinner. 
As a mediating view between the penal substitution view and the moral influence 
theories of Abelard and Socinus, Grotius‘s view has exercised great influence upon 
theological thought. Its influence was especially strong on Arminian theologians, 
particularly in England, and could be found in the writings of Daniel Whitby (1636-1726), 
Samuel Clarke (1675-1728), and Richard Watson (1781-1833). In America, it was 
accepted partially by Jonathan Edwards, Sr., and almost wholly by Jonathan 
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Sydney Cave argues that the great strength of the theory is that it makes it clear 
that ―God who is holy love so forgives as in forgiveness to make sin abhorrent to us.‖
215
 
The basic weakness of the theory is that it uses traditional terminology with 
nontraditional meaning and that it fails to make clear how through the death of Christ the 
sinner‘s past is freed from the objective power of guilt. It has also been faulted on the 





The theories of atonement in contemporary times are so numerous that it would 
be nearly impossible to deal with each one of them separately. This is, in fact, 
unnecessary since the theologians of this period, for the most part, instead of putting 
forward completely new theories, simply adopt or adapt one or more of the views which 
have been previously discussed.
217
 For the purposes of the discussion in this section, I 
would follow Robert H. Culpepper in classifying some of the foremost theologians 
according to the type of view they represent. 
This method is not completely satisfactory, because some theologians in their 
treatment of the doctrine of atonement are eclectic, which makes it difficult to categorize 
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 Five different types of views will be discussed: satisfaction or penal 
substitution, moral influence, vicarious confession or vicarious penitence, views of 
sacrifice, and views of victory over evil powers.
219
 
Views of Satisfaction or Penal Substitution 
Some theologians of this period have put forth theories of atonement along the 







 and to a lesser degree, T. J. Crawford
223
 and A. H. 
Strong.
224
 All these theologians view the vicarious punishment of Christ as our substitute 
as the essential ingredient in atonement. In their view, the most important element in the 
character of God is retributive justice or holiness, which demands the punishment of sin. 
If God as the Lawgiver so chooses, He can punish His innocent Son in the place of guilty 
humans. For them, the atonement was intended to propitiate God and reconcile Him to 
the sinner. 
One theologian who has made an effort to present the penal substitution theory in 
such a way as not to offend the moral sensibilities of people in more recent times is R. W. 
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 He rejects the idea that punishment is corrective in purpose and that it is to be 
administered as a deterrent to further sin, or that it is an expression of God‘s resentment 
of an insult against His personal dignity. For him, punishment is ―the suffering which has 
been deserved by past sin.‖
226
 The kernel of his theory is that, in Christ, God, who has the 
moral right to inflict punishment, has endured it Himself.
227
 He argues that atonement 
becomes ours by faith-union with Christ and not through formal imputation.
228
 James 
Denney holds a similar interpretation of atonement.
229
 
Emil Brunner emphasizes the idea that reconciliation is two-sided since there is 
enmity on the side of God as well as on the side of human beings. He wrote: ―God 
reconciles, but He is not reconciled. He reconciles Himself, but in this process He is only 
the One who acts, the One who gives; He is not also the One who receives.‖
230
 Going 
beyond the objective side, he asserts that there is a subjective side, and that both sides 
meet in divine justification.
231
 
One of the most profound modern interpretations of atonement is that given by 
Karl Barth in his Church Dogmatics, vol. 4, part 1.
232
 The center of Barth‘s doctrine is set 
forth in the section entitled, ―The Judge Judged in Our Place.‖
233
 Emphasizing the 
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substitutionary character of atonement, he writes: ―There takes place here [the death of 
Jesus on the cross] the redemptive judgment of God on all men. To fulfill this judgment 
He took the place of all men, He took their place as sinners.‖
234
 It has been noted that 
perhaps the greatest weakness of Barth‘s interpretation of atonement is its tendency to 




Views of Moral Influence 
Theologians such as Schleiermacher, Ritschl, Bushnell, Rashdall, and Franks are 
just a few of those who may be classified under this category. One thing that is common 
to all of them is that they vigorously attack the penal substitution view and insist that the 
barrier to reconciliation is on the side of human beings and not on the side of God. 
Friedrich Schleiermacher‘s great work on systematic theology is The Christian Faith.
236
 
Defining religions in terms of feeling of absolute dependence, Schleiermacher proceeds 
to expound the Christian faith in terms of human God-consciousness. Redemption is 
achieved by the power of Christ‘s God-consciousness in which we participate by faith in 
Him as our representative.
237
 
Perhaps the most thorough-going Abelardian interpretation of atonement in more 
recent times is that given by Hastings Rashdall in his The Idea of Atonement in Christian 
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 For him, Christ is not much more than a moral ideal which can be attained 
through belief in God as revealed in Jesus Christ.
239
 For R. S. Franks, the fundamental 
problem of atonement is that of making humans forgivable.
240
 This is done by creating in 
the sinner penitence and trust through the revelation of the love of God in the cross.
241
 
Though the moral influence view in its emphasis upon the revelation of the love 
of God in the cross is obviously stating a vital aspect of atonement, nevertheless, by 
denying an objective element in atonement, the view as variously expressed, is distorting 
a sizable portion of the biblical teaching and fails to make clear in what sense the death of 
Christ is a revelation of the love of God.
242 
Views of Vicarious Confession or Vicarious Penitence 
J. McLeod Campbell argues that though Christ suffered for all our sins as our 
atoning sacrifice, He did not endure the punishment due our sins as our substitute. He 
asserts: ―The sufferer suffers what he suffers just through seeing sin and sinners with 
God‘s eyes, and feeling in reference to them with God‘s heart. Is such suffering a 
punishment? Is God, in causing such a divine experience in humanity, inflicting a 
punishment? There can be but one answer.‖
243
 
Of course, his answer is ―No!‖ He argues that in the same way that the tears of a 
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66 
godly parent over a prodigal child are not penal, so the sorrow of God over our sins is not 
penal. However, the faith that God so grieves over us is ―infinitely more important, as 
having power to work holiness in us, than the faith that He so punishes.‖
244
 Campbell 
takes the idea of an equivalent repentance which Jonathan Edwards had dismissed and 
makes it the key to his interpretation of atonement.
245
 
R. C. Moberly continues Campbell‘s main line of thought by contending that ―the 
perfect sacrifice of penitence in the sinless Christ is the true atoning sacrifice for sin.‖
246
 
Whereas Campbell uses the terms ―confession of sin‖ and ―repentance,‖ Moberly prefers 
the term ―penitence‖ since, for him, it is impossible to turn from sin if one has never 
committed sin as in the case of Jesus Christ. Moberly puts more stress upon the Holy 
Spirit and upon the church and sacraments than does Campbell, who almost completely 
left these subjects out of his discussion of atonement.
247
 
Views of Sacrifice 
Of the many writers who have contributed to the meaning of sacrifice in the Bible, 
perhaps none have taken the results of the new understanding and applied them in a way 
that has profoundly affected the understanding of atonement than F. C. N. Hicks and 
Vincent Taylor.
248
 The new interpretation of sacrifice that these two writers and others 
have put forward repudiates the idea of propitiation in relation to sacrifice. Hicks‘s 
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famous work on the subject is the Fullness of Sacrifice.
249
 He argues that the blood of 
sacrifice stands not for death but for life. ―Life—its recovery, uplifting and 
communication—is the ruling conception of sacrifice.‖
250
 
Vincent Taylor‘s position on atonement has been clearly set forth in his two 
books, Jesus and His Sacrifice
251
 and The Atonement in New Testament Teaching.
252
 He 
interprets the death of Christ as vicarious, representative, and sacrificial. He regards the 
biblical category of sacrifice as the most adequate one available for explaining the 
meaning of atonement.
253
 In essence, his view is that Jesus offered the perfect sacrifice of 
obedience, which when received by faith becomes the means of the sinner‘s approach to 
God. The offering does not render the sinner‘s obedience unnecessary, but rather makes it 
possible. It remains doubtful that this viewpoint does justice to the teachings of both the 
Old and New Testaments.
254
 
The View of Victory over the Evil Powers 
It was Gustav Aulén who in his famous book Christus Victor
255
 brought this 
viewpoint into prominence in modern theology. He regards his view of the victory over 
the evil powers of sin, death, and the devil achieved through the incarnation, life, death, 
and resurrection of Jesus as a revival of the ―classic‖ idea of atonement. According to 
                                               
249F. C. N. Hicks, The Fullness of Sacrifice (London: SPCK, 1946). 
250Ibid., 177. 
251Vincent Taylor, Jesus and His Sacrifice (London: Macmillan, 1959). 
252Vincent Taylor, The Atonement in New Testament Teaching (London: Epworth, 1958). 
253Culpepper, 119. 
254Ibid. 
255Gustav Aulén, Christus Victor (New York: Macmillan, 1951). 
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Aulén, in distinction from the Latin view, which regards atonement as an offering made 
to God from the human side, the classic view regards atonement as a continuous divine 
action, with God as the effective agent of redemption.
256
 In this view, God, in Christ, 
combats and prevails over the tyrants which hold humanity in bondage. By His victory 
God becomes reconciled to the world and establishes a new relation between Himself and 
mankind.
257
 At the same time, these tyrants are the agents of God‘s judgment on sin. 
Aulén does not claim that he is putting forth a new theory. Rather, he claims that 
he is reformulating the view of atonement which was dominant in the church for the first 
thousand years of its history. He argues that this view was recaptured by Luther but 
became obscured again in Lutheran orthodoxy.
258
 However, while victory over the evil 
powers is without doubt an aspect of the atoning work of Christ, one cannot interpret the 
whole biblical witness under this category, as Aulén attempts to do, without distorting 
that very witness. Nevertheless, the influence of Aulén‘s work has been great. Sydney 
Cave, for example, admits that Aulén‘s work has forced him to rethink his view of 
atonement.
259
 A notable contemporary evangelical scholar who has written on the theme 
of God at war with evil powers is Gregory A. Boyd.
260
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Culpepper, 120. In this connection, J. Denny Weaver has argued that it was the historical 
context of church confronting empire that was a major influence in the development of the Christus Victor 
motif of atonement. He also posits that it was the rise of the Constantinian synthesis of church and empire 
that caused the abandonment of the Christus Victor explanation of atonement. See his Keeping Salvation 
Ethical: Mennonite and Amish Atonement Theology in the Late Nineteenth Century (Scottdale, PA: Herald, 
1997), 39-49. 
257Aulén, Christus Victor, 56. 
258Culpepper, 120. 
259Cave, Preface, v. 
260His two books are God at War: The Bible and Spiritual Conflict (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity Press, 1997), and Satan and the Problem of Evil: Constructing a Trinitarian Warfare Theodicy 




Though penal substitution is viewed by many today as the one correct approach to 
explaining the meaning of the cross, yet the fact remains that the Christian church has 
never defined one theory of the atonement as being the only orthodox one. A lesson that 
one has learned is that in order for one‘s explanation of the significance of the cross to be 
intelligible, the images that are employed, while remaining true to the biblical message of 
atonement, must be relevant to the particular social and historical environment in which 
one lives. A danger that we have also learned to avoid is the uncritical borrowing of 
language and images from one‘s particular world which may lead to a distortion of the 
biblical message of atonement,
261
 resulting in models of atonement that do not critically 
engage society and thus cause the cross to lose its saving character.
262
 
Having examined the different theories of atonement, I now proceed to a 
discussion of the atonement theory of John R. W. Stott as presented in his writings. 
                                               





THE ATONEMENT THEOLOGY OF JOHN STOTT 
This chapter examines the atonement theology of John Stott. It begins with a 
discussion of the assumptions and presuppositions that undergird his theology, and 
proceeds to a discussion of his methodology. Next, his view on the centrality of the cross 
and his understanding of substitutionary atonement are discussed. His view on the 
achievement of the cross and the scope of atonement is presented next, including his 
understanding of the high priestly ministry of Jesus Christ. Finally, a summary of his 
theology of atonement is presented. 
John Stott and His Writings 
John Stott depicts himself as an evangelical writer whose main focus has been the 
centrality of the cross of Christ.
1
 He has been writing for publication since January 1945 
when his first article appeared while he was still a student. Since that time, his writings 
have multiplied to include well over thirty books, and hundreds of pamphlets, articles, 
and chapters in symposia.
2
 Martyn Eden and David F. Wells have noted that one thing 
that is very evident throughout his writings is his ―vision of a Christianity that is both 
                                               
1John Stott, Cross of Christ, 7. 
2Timothy Dudley-Smith, foreword to John Stott, Authentic Christianity, comp. Timothy Dudley-






David L. Edwards, a liberal Anglican theologian and church historian, has argued 
that one of the great strengths of Stott is that ―he has consistently taught a religion which 
claims to be true and not merely enjoyable or useful; which asks people to think, not 
merely to tremble or glow; which bases itself on a book which can be argued about, not 
on ‗experience‘ which convinces only the individual who has had it.‖
4
 Eden and Wells 
have also pointed out that a part of the objective of John Stott is to help Christians relate 
their biblical faith to the modern world as exemplified in the establishment of the London 
Institute for Contemporary Christianity in 1982.
5
 
According to Edwards, Stott is ―a loved and trusted leader, teacher and 
spokesman of the worldwide Evangelical movement—and apart from William Temple 
(who died as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1944) the most influential clergyman in the 
Church of England during the twentieth century.‖
6
 However, it must be noted that while 
Stott is a brilliant and well-read scholar, he has never been an ivory-tower theologian. He 
falls into the category of what has been called the ―teaching pastor.‖
7
 Timothy Dudley-
                                               
3Eden and Wells, 5. 
4Edwards, ―Power of the Gospel,‖ in David L. Edwards and John Stott, Evangelical Essentials 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1989), 16. He also refers to Stott as ―the great teacher of the church‖ 
(Essentials, 4). Edwards has also noted that Stott has challenged Christians to abandon anti-intellectualism 
and instead employ their minds in the quest for truth. John Stott, Your Mind Matters (Downers Grove, IL: 
InterVarsity, 1972), 7-10. 
5Eden and Wells, 29. 
6Edwards, ―Power of the Gospel,‖ 1. He also classifies Stott with those evangelical leaders who 
are both ―masters‖ and ―servants‖ of the Bible and who have therefore been able to have an international 
influence within the evangelical world (ibid., 15). 
7George Carey, foreword to The Incomparable Christ, by John Stott (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-
Varsity, 2001), 9. In describing Stott‘s ministry, which he argues is epitomized in the objectives of the 
London Lectures in Contemporary Christianity founded by Stott in 1974, he stated that it included the 
following: ―to expound some aspect of historic biblical Christianity; to relate it to a contemporary issue in 




Smith, a friend and biographer of Stott, has also argued that the power and influence of 
the evangelicals in the Anglican Church in contemporary times could justifiably be 
attributed to the ministry of Stott.
8
 
In a review of Stott‘s major book on atonement, The Cross of Christ, Robert P. 
Lightner wrote that the book ―takes its place with the classics on the subject of the death 
of Christ such as Denney‘s The Atonement and the Modern Mind, Crawford‘s The 
Doctrine of Holy Scripture Respecting the Atonement, and Warfield‘s The Person and 
Work of Christ.‖
9
 While noting that books with such depth, latitude, and practical 
application are rare, he also argues that Stott engages in theological thinking throughout 
the book.
10
 In light of the acclaimed contributions of Stott to the growth and influence of 
the evangelical movement, it remains to be seen what a close study of his theological 
writings on atonement would reveal.
11
 
                                               
educated public; and to present each topic in such a way as to be of interest to the secular as well as the 
Christian public.‖ Robert L. Reymond on his part describes Stott as a ―a mature pastor-theologian—and a 
practised craftsman in the art of communication [of the gospel].‖ Review of The Cross of Christ, by John 
Stott, The Evangelical Review of Theology 13 (July 1989): 280, and also Peter Williams, ―John R. W. 
Stott,‖ Handbook of Evangelical Theologians, ed. Walter A. Elwell (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1993), 
338-352. 
8Timothy Dudley-Smith, ―John Stott: An Introduction,‖ in Eden and Wells, 20. Dudley-Smith, a 
former Anglican Bishop of Thetford (1981-1991), is a friend and biographer of John Stott who has written 
extensively on Stott. His publications on John Stott and his writings include Authentic Christianity: From 
the Writings of John Stott (Leicester, UK: InterVarsity, 1995); John Stott: A Comprehensive Bibliography 
(Downer Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1995); John Stott, the Making of a Leader—The Early Years (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999); John Stott, A Global Ministry: A Biography—The Latter Years (Downers 
Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2001). 
9Robert P. Lightner, review of The Cross of Christ, by John Stott, Bibliotheca Sacra 145 (April-
June 1988): 220. 
10Ibid., 221. 
11Peter Williams has argued that since Stott‘s writings have been driven by ―evangelistic, pastoral, 
and ethical concerns,‖ it is not surprising that they have not led to new advances in theological thought 
(―John R. W. Stott,‖ in Handbook of Evangelical Theology, 342). 
 
73 
Assumptions, Presuppositions, and Methodology 
In his presidential address to the Universities and Colleges Christian Fellowship 
(UCCF) Conference in 1982, Stott defined evangelicalism as follows: 
At the risk of oversimplification and of the charge of arrogance, I want to argue 
that the evangelical faith is nothing other than the historic Christian faith. The 
evangelical Christian is not a deviationist, but a loyalist who seeks by the grace of 
God to be faithful to the revelation which God has given of himself in Christ and 
in Scripture. The evangelical faith is not a peculiar or esoteric version of the 
Christian faith – it is the Christian faith. It is not a recent innovation. The 
evangelical faith is original, biblical, apostolic Christianity. . . . Our fundamental 
desire is to be loyal to the biblical revelation.
12 
Therefore, for Stott, evangelicalism is the ―historic Christian faith‖ revealed through 
Christ and confirmed in Scripture. In his view, the core of the Christian faith is the cross 
of Christ. His understanding and commitment to evangelicalism is fundamental in 
understanding his theology of atonement. 
Millard J. Erickson, a well-known evangelical theologian, has noted that one‘s 
understanding of atonement is, to a large extent, influenced by the presuppositions one 
holds in such doctrines as the nature of God, the status of the law, the human condition, 
Christ, and the Old Testament sacrificial system.
13
 In light of the statement above by 
Erickson, a proper understanding of the atonement theology that any theologian holds 
requires a careful understanding and delineation of the assumptions, presuppositions, and 
methodology of the theologian. 
                                               
12John Stott, Presidential Address to the 1982 Conference of the Universities and Colleges 
Christian Fellowship, quoted in Timothy Dudley-Smith, ―John Stott: An Introduction,‖ 21, 22. For a 
discussion of Stott‘s definition of evangelicalism, see his chapter titled ―Evangelical Essentials‖ in his book 
Evangelical Truth: A Personal Plea for Unity, Integrity and Faithfulness (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
1999), 13-34. See also Stott, Evangelical Essentials, 39. 
13Millard J. Erickson, Christian Theology, 818. In his view, atonement involves sacrifice, 
propitiation, substitution, and reconciliation in the relationship of God to humanity. He adds that it is the 




In this regard, Timothy Dudley-Smith, another evangelical (Anglican) scholar, 
has also argued that the uniqueness of Christ, the need for personal conversion, the 
Scriptures as God‘s living word, and the centrality of the cross are the ―recurring 
fundamental evangelical distinctives‖ that constitute the background or foundation for the 
life and work of John Stott.
14
 Therefore, in order to facilitate a proper understanding and 
assessment of Stott‘s theology of atonement, this chapter will begin with a discussion of 
his assumptions and presuppositions before delving into his methodology. 
Assumptions and Presuppositions 
In the preface to his The Cross of Christ, Stott writes that ―the cross of Christ is 
the center of the evangelical faith‖ and is ―at the center of the historic, biblical faith.‖
15
 
He adds that the fact that it is not universally acknowledged is a sufficient justification 
for preserving a distinctive evangelical understanding of atonement.
16
 He elaborates on 
this when he writes as follows: ―Evangelical Christians believe that in and through Christ 
crucified God substituted himself for us and bore our sins, dying in our place the death 
that we deserved to die, in order that we might be restored to his favour and adopted into 
                                               
14Timothy Dudley-Smith, ―John Stott,‖ in Eden and Wells, 21. For further discussion of what 
constitutes evangelicalism and its various types, see Dayton and Johnston, eds., The Variety of American 
Evangelicalism . See also Robert Webber and Donald Bloesch, Orthodox Evangelicals (Nashville, TN: 
Nelson, 1978); George M. Marsden, Understanding Fundamentalism and Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1991); and Mark A. Noll, David W. Bebbington, and George A. Rawlyk, Evangelicalism: 
Comparative Studies of Popular Protestantism in North America, The British Isles, and Beyond 1700-1990 
(New York: Oxford, 1994). 
15Stott, Cross of Christ, 7. 
16Ibid. For a discussion of what is Anglican Evangelicalism, see David Holloway, ―What Is 
Anglican Evangelical?‖ in Restoring the Vision: Anglican Evangelicals Speak Out, ed. Melvin Tinker 
(Eastbourne, UK: MARC, 1999), 15-37. David Edwards in writing about Stott notes that ―the kind of 
evangelicalism for which John Stott is a spokesman is clearly acceptable internationally.‖ See Edwards, 






He quotes J. I. Packer who wrote that the belief stated above is ―a distinguishing 
mark of the world-wide evangelical fraternity‖ and that it ―takes us to the very heart of 
the Christian gospel.‖
18
 He states that the basic question that evangelicals try to answer is 
not ―Why did God become man?‖ but ―Why did Christ die?‖
19
 He adds that his main aim 
in writing the book The Cross of Christ is to show ―that the biblical doctrine of atonement 




God and Forgiveness of Human Sin 
The question may be asked, ―Why does not God simply forgive us, without the 
necessity of the cross?‖ If He requires us to forgive those who sin against us, why can‘t 
He do what He asks us to do? Stott‘s first response relates to the seriousness of sin. This 
was the answer given by Anselm of Canterbury in his book Cur Deus Homo? at the end 
of the eleventh century.
21
 His second response also comes from Anselm and relates to the 
―majesty of God.‖ Stott comments: ―It is when our perception of God and man, or 




                                               
17Stott, Cross of Christ, 7. 
18Ibid. See also J. I. Packer, ―What Did the Cross Achieve?‖ Tyndale Bulletin 25 (1974): 3. 
19Stott, Cross of Christ, 10. 
20Ibid. 
21Ibid., 87-88. See also Anselm of Canterbury, Cur Deus Homo? i.xxi. 
22Stott, Cross of Christ, 88. Stott argues that God‘s omnipotence does not make Him a totalitarian 
tyrant who exercises his power arbitrarily to do anything whatsoever. He argues, ―God‘s omnipotence is the 




To argue that, since human beings forgive each other unconditionally, God should 
do the same reflects a theological shallowness which puts sinful human beings on the 
same platform as the Holy God. Since we are private individuals, people‘s misdemeanors 
are only personal injuries against us. On the other hand, God is not a private individual 
and sin is not just a personal injury against Him. He is ―the maker of the laws we break 
and sin is rebellion against him.‖
23
 The question that we ought to ask is not why God 
finds it difficult to forgive, but how He finds it possible to do so at all in view of His 
righteous and profoundly holy nature which abhors our sin and rebellion.
24
 
Stott notes that the problem of forgiveness is due to the inevitable collision 
between ―divine perfection and human rebellion, between God as he is and us as we 
are.‖
25
 He adds that the ―obstacle to forgiveness is neither our sin alone, nor our guilt 
alone, but also the divine reaction in love and wrath towards guilty sinners.‖
26
 Though 
God is love, yet His holy love which yearns over sinners does not condone their sins. 
Stott expresses the issue for God as follows: ―How, then, could God express his holy 
love?—His love for sinners without compromising his holiness, and his holiness in 
                                               
work according to the perfection of his character and will. God can do everything consistent with being 
himself.‖ See his Guard the Gospel (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1973), 64. 
23Stott, Cross of Christ, 88. Stott notes that God‘s holiness is foundational to biblical religion and 
that the deduction from that is that sin is incompatible with his holiness. Sin separates humanity from God. 
Without righteousness, there can be no fellowship with him (102). See also Stott, The Letters of John 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1988), 47. 
24Stott, Cross of Christ, 88. Stott quotes Carnegie Simpson‘s words that ―forgiveness is to man the 
plainest of duties; to God it is the profoundest of problems.‖ Patrick C. Simpson, The Fact of Christ (New 
York: Revel, 1901), 109. Stott argues that ―the righteousness of God‖ can best be thought of as combining 
all the following three components: a divine attribute (our God is a righteous God), divine activity (he 
comes to our rescue), and divine achievement (he bestows on us a righteous status). See his Romans, 63. 
He adds that God‘s righteousness is at one and the same time a quality, an activity, and a gift. 




judging sinners without frustrating his love?‖
27
 The cross is the divine answer to the 
conundrum. 
The divine saving initiative ―was compatible with, and expressive of, his 
righteousness‖ because at the cross ―in holy love God through Christ paid the full penalty 
of our disobedience himself.‖
28
 Stott argues thus: ―He [Jesus] bore the judgment that we 
deserve in order to bring us the forgiveness we do not deserve. On the cross divine mercy 
and justice were equally expressed and eternally reconciled. God‘s holy love was 
‗satisfied‘.‖
29
 Therefore to avoid holding a defective theology of the cross, we have to 
consider both the seriousness of sin and the majesty of God.
30
 Stott therefore proceeds to 
examine four biblical concepts, namely the gravity of sin, human moral responsibility, 
human guilt, and the wrath of God.
31
 
The Gravity of Sin 
Stott notes that the New Testament uses five main Greek words for sin which 
together portray sin in both its passive and active aspects. The most common word used 
is hamartia, which depicts sin as missing the target or the failure to attain a goal. Adikia 
is ―unrighteousness‖ or ―iniquity,‖ and ponēria is evil of a vicious or degenerate type. 
The more active words are parabasis, which means a ―trespass‖ or ―trangression,‖ the 
                                               
27Stott, Cross of Christ, 88. Stott argues elsewhere that humanity is the object of God‘s love and 
wrath concurrently and that His righteousness (way of salvation) is revealed in the gospel because His 
wrath is revealed from heaven against all unrighteousness. Therefore, God is a God of love and wrath. Our 
Guilty Silence (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1969), 42. See also The Message of Ephesians (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity, 1979), 75. 






stepping over of a known boundary, and anomia, which means ―lawlessness,‖ that is, the 
disregard or violation of a known law. In each case, the usage of the word implies an 




It is assumed throughout Scripture that this criterion has been established by God 
and is, in fact, His moral law which expresses His righteous character and which He has 
laid down for us to follow (Rom 2:15). By sinning we commit ―lawlessness‖ (1 John 3:4) 
and offend against our own highest welfare and the authority and love of God.
33
 What 
Scripture emphasizes is the godless self-centeredness of sin that rejects the position of 
dependence which we occupy as creatures and instead causes us to make a bid for 
autonomy. Stott argues further that ―sin is not a regrettable lapse from conventional 




Stott notes that it is perhaps the deep-seated human reluctance to face the gravity 
of sin that has led to the omission of the word sin from the vocabulary of many people 
today. He quotes Karl Menninger who wrote in his book Whatever Became of Sin? that 
the word sin was once ―in everyone‘s mind‖ but is now ―rarely if ever heard.‖
35
 
                                               
32Stott, Cross of Christ, 89. For a discussion of the fact and nature of sin, see John Stott, Basic 
Christianity, 61-70. 
33Stott, Cross of Christ, 90. 
34Ibid. To drive the point home, Stott quotes Emil Brunner thus: ―Sin is defiance, arrogance, the 
desire to be equal with God, . . . the assertion of human independence over against God, . . . the constitution 
of the autonomous reason, morality and culture.‖ Man in Revolt, 129. 
35Karl Menninger, Whatever Became of Sin? (New York: Hawthorn, 1973), 13, quoted in Stott, 
Cross, 90-91. Menninger notes that ―many former sins have become crimes,‖ in which case responsibility 
for them has passed from the church to the state, while others have become labeled as sicknesses or at least 
symptoms of sickness. In some cases, the idea of ―collective responsibility‖ has enabled us to shift the 




Human Moral Responsibility and Guilt 
In response to the question of whether human beings are responsible for their 
actions, Stott answers with a resounding ―Yes.‖ He argues that, while we may accept the 
concept of ―diminished responsibility,‖ the total dissolution of all responsibility is 
unacceptable ―except in the most extreme circumstances.‖
36
 Instances will include cases 
where the individual lacks consciousness or control, such as may be due to insanity.
37
 
Indeed, the whole legal procedure of trying, convicting, and sentencing in the courts is 
based on the assumption that human beings, within certain limits, freely make choices 
and are therefore responsible for the choices they make. A human being is not an 
automaton that is programmed to perform and respond, nor is he an animal who functions 
at the level of instincts.
38
 However, Stott recognizes the abiding tension between the 
pressures which condition and sometimes even control us and our moral responsibility as 
creatures created by God for Himself. 
Original sin 
The concept ―of original sin‖ reveals the gravity of the human sinful condition. In 
Christian thought, ―original sin‖ is the theological designation for the state or condition of 
                                               
(74ff). He argues further that sin must be taken seriously because it is ―a hurting, a breakaway from God 
and from the rest of humanity, a partial alienation, or act of rebellion.‖ In addition he wrote that ―sin has a 
willful, defiant or disloyal quality: someone is defied or offended or hurt‖ (19). 
36Stott, Cross, 92. Stott argues that Scripture dignifies human beings ―by holding us accountable 
for our thoughts and actions.‖ See his Evangelical Essentials, 321. 
37Stott, Cross, 92-93. In Stott‘s view, ―human beings are moral by creation‖ and ―have a sense of 
guilt and remorse when we have done what we know is wrong.‖ J. W. R. Stott, Message of Romans 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2001), 89. 




universal sinfulness in which mankind is found as the result of Adam‘s sin.
39
 Stott agrees 
with the view of John Calvin who regards original sin as the ―hereditary depravity and 
corruption of our nature, diffused into all parts of the soul, which first makes us liable to 
God‘s wrath, then also brings forth in us those works which Scripture calls ‗works of the 
flesh (Gal. 5:19).‘‖
40
 The traditional Christian understanding of original sin includes the 
notion of personal moral guilt for Adam‘s sin that every human being presumably 
inherits. In the Augustinian view, it is seen as a spiritual infection that in some 
mysterious way is transmitted through reproduction.
41
 
In Stott‘s view, the concept of ―original sin‖ means that the very nature that is 
passed on to us from our parents is ―tainted and twisted with self-centredness.‖
42
 He 
defines original sin as ―a tendency or bias of self-centredness, which we inherit, which is 
rooted deeply in our human personality, and which manifests itself in a thousand ugly 
ways.‖
43
 In his commentary on Eph 2:1-10, he quotes the Anglican Article 9 as follows: 
Original sin standeth not in the following of Adam (that is, in imitating him) . . . 
but it is the fault or corruption of the nature of every man that naturally is 
ingendered of the offspring of Adam; whereby man is very far gone from original 
righteousness, and is of his own nature inclined to evil, so that the flesh lusteth 
always contrary to the spirit; and therefore in every person born into this world, it 
deserveth God‘s wrath and damnation.
44
 
                                               
39See Henri Blocher, Original Sin: Illuminating the Riddle (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997). 
See also G. C. Berkouwer, Sin, 285-322, and Emil Brunner, Man in Revolt: A Christian Anthropology, 145-
153; Paul King Jewett, ―Original Sin and the Fall of Man,‖ Southwestern Journal of Theology 19 (Fall 
1976): 18-30. 
40John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, II.i.8. 
41Erickson, Christian Theology, 648-656; Elwell, Evangelical Dictionary of Christian Theology, 
1104; Laurent Sentis, ―Original Sin,‖ Encylopedia of Christian Theology (New York: Routledge, 2005), 
3:1479-1482; Seventh-day Adventist Encyclopedia (SDAE), rev. ed. (1996), s.v. ―Sin.‖ 
42Stott, Cross of Christ, 94-95. 
43Stott, Basic Christianity, 75-76. 
44The Thirty Nine Articles, Article 9, quoted in Stott, Ephesians, 77-78. 
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Stott adds that what Paul seems to be teaching in Ephesians is that ―our inherited human 
nature itself deserves God‘s wrath and judgment.‖
45
 Utilizing the concept of biblical 
solidarity, he argues that ―it may truly be said that we sinned in Adam, and that in and 
with him, we incurred guilt and died.‖
46
 
According to Stott, human ―slavery‖ to sin is captured by the concept of ―total 
depravity.‖ He explains that the concept of ―total depravity‖ does not mean that all 
humans are equally depraved, nor that there is nobody capable of doing some good, but 
rather ―that no part of any human person (mind, emotions, conscience, will, etc.) has 
remained untainted by the fall.‖
47
 Though in Stott‘s view we inherit a fallen sinful nature 
and guilt, which make us deserving of divine judgment,
48
 nevertheless, he argues that we 
are morally responsible agents who must make a choice between life and death and good 
and evil (Deut 30:15-20; Jos 24:15; Matt 23:37). Stott acknowledges the place of God‘s 
sovereignty in human salvation, while at the same time upholding human freedom to 
choose to come to Christ for salvation. In his view, both divine sovereignty and human 
freedom must be held in tension.
49
 
Stott argues that given human sin and responsibility, human guilt logically 
follows and we are, therefore, liable to bear the penalty for our wrongdoing. He notes that 
this is the argument of Paul in the early chapters of his letter to the Romans, where he 
                                               




49Stott, Cross of Christ, 95-96. He notes that ―our responsibility before God is an inalienable part 
of our human dignity‖ whose final expression will be on ―the day of judgment‖ when all people will stand 
before God‘s throne. 
 
82 
concludes that all humanity is without excuse since we know our duty but have failed to 
do it (Rom 3:19-20). However, guilt is only a blessing if it leads to reconciliation with 
God. Contrary to the argument of some critics of Christianity, he argues that it is for the 
good of humanity ―to insist on the gravity of sin and the necessity of atonement, to hold 
people responsible for their actions, to warn them of the peril of divine judgment, and to 
urge them to confess, repent and turn to Christ.‖
50
 
Stott argues that to acknowledge human responsibility and guilt enhances human 
dignity rather than diminish it, for it presupposes that human beings, unlike animals, are 
―morally responsible beings, who know what they are, could be and should be‖
51
 and 
therefore do not make excuses for their failures. He notes further that ―the Bible takes sin 
seriously because it takes man (male and female) seriously.‖
52
 He adds that Christians do 
not deny the fact of a diminished responsibility in some instances, but that ―diminished 
responsibility always entails diminished humanity‖
53
 since a part of what it means to be 
human is that we are held responsible for our actions. Acknowledging our sin and guilt, 
receiving God‘s forgiveness and experiencing divine salvation makes us more completely 
human and healthy.
54
 While his argument about human responsibility for sin is 
                                               
50
Stott, Cross of Christ, 98. 
51Ibid., 101. 
52Ibid. 
53Ibid. Stott argues that it is the possession of the divine image that distinguishes humanity from 
animals (Contemporary Christian, 36). He defines the image of God as including the mental, moral, social, 
creative, and spiritual capacities of human beings. See his Reverence for Human Life (Fellowship Paper 
278, London: Church Pastoral Aid Society, 1972), quoted in Stott, Authentic Christianity (Leicester, 
England: InterVarsity, 1995), 143. 
54Stott, Cross of Christ, 101. 
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theologically accurate, his argument that we inherit guilt through Adam
55
 does not appear 
to have a strong biblical basis. 
The Wrath of God 
Stott asserts that the ―essential background to the cross is not only the sin, 
responsibility and guilt of human beings but the just reaction of God to these things.‖
56
 
This is where a discussion of God‘s holiness and wrath comes in. God‘s holiness is 
foundational to biblical religion. Since sin is incompatible with His holiness, it effectively 
separates humanity from God. Closely related to God‘s holiness is His wrath, which is 
His holy reaction to evil.
57
 
In Stott‘s view, the attempts by C. H. Dodd
58
 and A. T. Hanson
59
 to present wrath 
as an impersonal historical process that affects sinners (as opposed to a divine emotion, 
attribute, or attitude) are unsuccessful. They betray a position that assumes the 
presupposition of a ―God-given sense of moral justice‖ which then shapes our 
understanding of the cross. Stott advocates, instead, what he considers a ―wiser and safer‖ 
approach which begins with the particular fact of a divinely revealed doctrine of the cross 
as a presupposition for understanding what is moral justice.
60
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60Stott, Cross of Christ, 105. He argues that ―God‘s wrath is neither an impersonal process of 
cause and effect . . . nor a passionate arbitrary or vindictive outburst of temper, but is his holy and 




Stott notes that, though there are times when wrath (Greek orgē) is used without 
explicit reference to God, and with or without the definite article, nevertheless, the full 
phrase ―the wrath of God‖ is used as well without any apparent embarrassment by some 
Bible writers such as Paul and John.
61
 Paul definitely taught that God‘s wrath is being 




However, the truth that God‘s wrath (that is, His settled antagonism against evil) 
is active through social and legal processes does not necessarily lead to the conclusion 
that it is itself an impersonal historical process of cause (human sin) and effect (wrath).
63
 
Noting that C. H. Dodd had stated that orgē (wrath) is constantly used by Paul in an 
impersonal way,
64
 Stott argues that Paul might have done that ―not to affirm that God is 
never angry, but to emphasize that his anger is void of any tinge of personal malice.‖
65
 
He argues further that, in the same way that charis (grace) stands for the gracious 




Quoting Leon Morris, Stott notes that divine wrath is God‘s ―personal divine 





 Thessalonians (Downers Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity, 1991), 42. See also his Ephesians, 75-76. 
61Stott, Cross of Christ, 105. 




66Ibid. See also Stott‘s Romans, 72. See also his Ephesians, 76, where he writes that ―the wrath 
that judges and the grace that saves are both personal. They are the wrath and the grace of God.‖ 
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revulsion to evil‖ and His ―personal vigorous opposition‖ to it.
67
 Therefore, any reference 
to God‘s anger must be understood as a legitimate anthropomorphism which must be 
accompanied by the explanation that God‘s anger is absolutely pure and is always 
principled and controlled. He is ―entirely free from animosity or vindictiveness‖ 
inasmuch as ―he is sustained simultaneously with undiminished love for the offender.‖
68
 
Stott notes further that the common element to the biblical concepts of the 
holiness and the wrath of God is the fact that they cannot coexist with sin. He adds, 
―God‘s holiness exposes sin; his wrath opposes it. So sin cannot approach God, and God 
cannot tolerate sin.‖
69
 He notes that the kind of God who appeals to most people today 
would be very tolerant of sin and would show no violent reaction to human perversion of 
God‘s will for them. He quotes Robert Dale to drive the point home: ―It is partly because 




Stott states that the Bible reveals that God hates evil, is disgusted and angered by 
it, and will never come to terms with it. Therefore, when God in His mercy explored the 
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68Stott, Cross of Christ, 105-106. See also his Ephesians, 76, where he argues that divine wrath 
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69Stott, Cross of Christ, 106. Elsewhere, Stott writes that ―a great chasm yawns between God in 
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Testament writers testify that sin brings inevitable separation of humanity from God. For a fuller discussion 
of the consequences of sin, see Basic Christianity, 71-80. Further, he identifies a mutuality in the hostility 
between human beings and God. While humans have an attitude of rebellion against God, God‘s wrath 
rests on us because of our sin. See his Ephesians, 102. 
70Robert W. Dale, The Atonement, 338-339, quoted in Stott, Cross of Christ, 109. 
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means whereby He could forgive, cleanse, and accept sinners, He surely did not consider 
the road of moral compromise. He notes that ―it had to be a way which was expressive 
equally of his love and of his wrath.‖
71
 Further, he quotes Emil Brunner, who has written 
that ―where the idea of the wrath of God is ignored, there also will there be no 
understanding of the central conception of the Gospel: the uniqueness of the revelation in 
the Mediator.‖
72
 It is only as we learn to appreciate the greatness of divine wrath that we 
can truly appreciate the greatness of divine mercy.
73
 
Stott adds a very vital point when he writes: 
All inadequate doctrines of the atonement are due to inadequate doctrines of God 
and man. If we bring God down to our level and raise ourselves to his, then of 
course we see no need for a radical salvation, let alone for a radical atonement to 
secure it. When, on the other hand, we have glimpsed the blinding glory of the 
holiness of God, and have been so convicted of our sin by the Holy Spirit that we 
tremble before God and acknowledge what we are, namely ‗hell-deserving 
sinners‘, then and only then does the necessity of the cross appear so obvious that 
we are astonished we never saw it before.
74
 
He concludes that, in order to properly appreciate the need for the cross and plumb its 
meaning, we need ―a balanced understanding of the gravity of sin and the majesty of 
God‖ and that ―if we diminish either, we thereby diminish the cross.‖
75
 For Stott, sin is a 
radical disease which requires the radical remedy of the gospel if humans are to escape 
the results of sin, namely spiritual death and captivity to the forces of evil and divine 
condemnation.
76
 God in Christ paid the full penalty for our sins on the cross of Calvary. 
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This saving initiative is compatible with the gravity of human sin and the holiness of God. 
Methodology 
Stott‘s theological methodology includes three considerations: Scripture, tradition, 
and reason or ―the modern world.‖
77
 While noting that his first concern has been a careful 
exegesis of the Bible, he also acknowledges the influential role of tradition in his 
theology of atonement. He wrote: ―In seeking to understand the cross, one cannot ignore 
the great works of the past. To be disrespectful of tradition and of historical theology is to 
be disrespectful of the Holy Spirit who has been actively enlightening the church in every 
century.‖
78
 Stott, however, insists that tradition, creeds, and confessions are subordinate 
to Scripture, and ―being the composition of men, are fallible documents.‖
79
 He states that 
―there is only one supreme and infallible rule which determines the beliefs and practices 
of the church, and that is Scripture itself. To this we may always appeal, even from the 
confessions, traditions and conventions of a church.‖
80
 
Though some Anglican scholars have taken the position that there is no distinctive  
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Anglican theology or theological method, others have argued that, while there 
may not be a distinctive Anglican theology, there is at least a distinctive Anglican 
theological method.
81
 John Stott seems to belong to this latter group since he 
acknowledges the so-called ―three-fold cord‖ of Scripture, tradition, and reason, even 
though he differs from those scholars who conceive of authority in the Anglican church 
as the association of the three held in tension.
82
 
Under his methodology, the first question that one needs to answer concerns how 
Stott interprets the Bible. The next question that necessarily follows is, ―How does he 
utilize his findings from the Bible?‖ In 1972, he wrote the book Understanding the Bible 
in which he addressed the purpose, land, story, message, authority, interpretation, and use 
of the Bible. By 1999, he had revised the book three times (1976, 1984, and 1999) due to 
new developments in theology and biblical interpretation and changes in society.
83 
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The Authority of the Bible 
Stott notes that the primary question in every religion relates to the topic of 
authority. He argues that for the evangelical Christian, ―supreme authority resides neither 
in the church nor in the individual, but in Christ and the biblical witness to him.‖
84
 In his 
discussion of the authority of the Bible, Stott begins with a discussion of three related but 
distinct concepts: ―revelation,‖ ―inspiration,‖ and ―authority.‖
85
 He argues that the 
fundamental concept of the three is ―revelation.‖ It is derived from a Latin noun that 
means ―unveiling‖ and indicates that God has taken the initiative to make Himself known. 
God is altogether beyond our knowledge (Job 11:7). Indeed, if we are ever to know God, 
He must make Himself known.
86




The second concept is ―inspiration,‖ and it indicates the main mode God has 
chosen by which to reveal Himself. He has done this partly in nature and supremely in 
Christ, but also by ―speaking‖ to particular human beings. It is this process of verbal  
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communication that is called ―inspiration.‖ Its meaning ―is not that God breathed into the 
writers, nor that he somehow breathed into the writings to give them a special character, 
but that what was written by men was breathed out by God.‖
88
 In other words, God spoke 
through them. The idea of ―verbal‖ inspiration is to emphasize that the process extended 
to the very words used by the human authors (1 Cor 2:13, NIV).
89
 
The third concept is ―authority,‖ and it speaks to the issue of the power which 
Scripture possesses because of what it is, namely ―a divine revelation given by divine 
inspiration.‖
90
 Since it is a word from God, it has authority over human beings. God‘s 
word carries divine authority in the sense that we believe what God has said because of 
who He is. Stott argues that ―God has revealed himself by speaking; that this divine 
(―God-breathed‖) speech has been written down and preserved in Scripture; and that 
Scripture is, in fact, God‘s word written down, which therefore is true and reliable and 
has divine authority over us.‖
91
 
In discussing theological authority in the church, Stott discusses four approaches 
that have been adopted in Christian theology. In Roman Catholicism, authority resides in 
the magisterium, that is, the teaching authority given to the pope and his college of 
bishops both in the present and through past tradition. In the second approach, liberals 
argue that authority resides in the individual reason and conscience enlightened by the 
Holy Spirit or the consensus of educated opinion and, possibly, experience. The third, 
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which he identifies as the common Anglican response, is that authority is found in the 
―threefold‖ cord of Scripture, tradition, and reason.
92
 The fourth approach, which reflects 
his own position (the evangelical), is that authority resides in Scripture supremely over 
and beyond tradition, reason, and experience.
93
 
With regard to the Anglican approach, Stephen Platten has pointed out that two 
documents which are authoritative in defining Anglicanism are the ―Thirty Nine Articles‖ 
and the Book of Common Prayer.
94
 It is noteworthy that Platten points out that the 
Reformation doctrine of sola scriptura has never been embraced by the Anglican 
Church.
95
 In view of Platten‘s assertion above, we need to explore how far Stott‘s 
theology has been influenced by tradition and reason. 
Stott argues that the threefold cord that supposedly facilitates the adoption of a via 
media in Anglicanism is unworkable in practice. He denies that the three aspects of the 
―cord‖ are equal authorities.
96
 In case of a conflict among the three strands of the cord, 
―Scripture must take precedence.‖
97
 Elsewhere, he argues that the New Testament 
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Scriptures are the church‘s foundation documents and that they are ―inviolable and 
cannot be changed by any additions, subtractions or modifications offered by teachers 
who claim to be apostles or prophets today.‖
98
 Nevertheless, Stott still calls for a deeper 
respect for tradition ―since it is the church‘s interpretation of Scripture down the ages, as 
the Holy Spirit has enlightened it.‖
99
 
To the definitions of the three concepts, Stott adds three disclaimers ostensibly to 
disarm possible criticism. ―First, the process of inspiration was not a mechanical one. 
God did not treat the human authors as dictating machines or tape recorders, but as living 
and responsible persons.‖
100
 Sometimes He spoke to them in dreams and visions, other 
times by audible voice or by angels. At other times we are not told how the word of God 
came to them. It is possible that the prophets were not even conscious of what was 
happening to them. In the case of Luke the evangelist, divine inspiration was surely not at 
odds with human research, as he makes clear in his preface.
101
 
However, whatever means of communication God employed in speaking to 
human beings, their personality was never obliterated. On the contrary, their literary style 
and vocabulary remained distinctively their own.
102
 Stott adds that the internal evidence, 
―gathered from reading the biblical text, is that God made full use of the personality, 
temperament, background and experience of the biblical authors, in order to convey 
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through each an appropriate and distinctive message.‖
103
 Therefore, Scripture is equally 
the word of God and the word of human beings. For while the Scripture asserts that ―the 
mouth of the LORD has spoken‖ (Isa 1:20), it also says that God spoke ―by the mouth of 
all his holy prophets‖ (Acts 3:21).
104




Stott argues that the ―dual authorship of the Bible‖ is an important truth which 
must be carefully guarded. ―On the one hand, God spoke, revealing the truth and 
preserving the human authors from error, yet without violating their personality.‖
106
 He 
adds that, on the other hand, ―men spoke, using their own faculties freely, yet without 
distorting the divine message. Their words were truly their own words. But they were 
(and still are) also God‘s words, so that what Scripture says, God says.‖
107
 
                                               
103Ibid., 159. See also Stott, ―The Power and Authority of the Bible,‖ in The New Face of 
Evangelicalism, 36, 37, and his Evangelical Truth, 48, 49. Another useful reference is his Culture and the 
Bible (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1981), 28, where he states: ―No word of the Bible was spoken in a 
vacuum. Every part of it was culturally conditioned. This is not to say that its message was controlled by 
the local culture in such a way as to be distorted by it, but rather that the local culture was the medium 
through which God expressed himself. This is a fact which we neither can nor should deny.‖ 
104Stott, Bible, 159. See also Stott‘s introduction in Donald Lewis and Alister McGrath, eds., 
Doing Theology for the People of God: Studies in Honor of J. I. Packer (Downers Grove:, IL InterVarsity, 
1996), 4, where he writes that the ―double authorship‖ of Scripture is what has given rise to the diversity 
that is observable in Scripture in spite of the underlying unity. 
105John Stott, ―The Anglican Communion and Scripture,‖ in The Anglican Communion and 
Scripture: Papers from the First International Consultation of the Evangelical Fellowship in the Anglican 
Communion, ed. John Stott et al. (Oxford: Regnum, 1996), 25. 
106Stott, Bible, 159. Stott adds that, in the process of inspiration, both the divine Spirit and the 
human authors‘ minds were operating concurrently. Therefore, the Holy Spirit treated them as persons, not 
machines, respected their personality, and did not violate it. It is, therefore, no surprise that the Bible 
authors engaged in historical researches, had their respective literary styles and unique theological 
emphases that were appropriate to their individual personality and experience. In all this process, ―the Holy 
Spirit was carrying them forward to express what was intended by him‖ (Stott, Anglican Communion and 
Scripture, 25). See also Stott, Evangelical Truth, 48-51, and Culture and the Bible, 10. 
107Stott, Bible, 159. Stott argues that the idea of double authorship of Scripture means that it is 
both ―the Word of God and the word of humans, indeed the word of God through the words of human 
beings.‖ See his Evangelical Truth, 46. One analogy that Stott noted Roman Catholic and Protestant 




His second disclaimer is that, although Scripture as God‘s Word is true, this does 
not mean that every single word of the Bible is literally true. Every word of the Bible is 
only true in its context and taken out of that context, it may be quite untrue.
108
 The key 
principle (well expressed in the Lausanne Covenant of 1974) is that Scripture is ―without 
error in all that it affirms.‖
109
 This phrase indicates that not everything contained in the 
Bible is, in fact, affirmed by the Bible (as shown in the ideas contained in the first thirty-
seven chapters of the book of Job). Whatever Scripture affirms is true because such 
affirmations are God‘s. Therefore, ―whatever Scripture affirms is true, whether in the 
field of religion or ethics, history or science, its own nature or origins.‖
110
 Stott is careful 
to note that much of Scripture is deliberately presented in a highly figurative manner. 
Examples of this include descriptions of God in human terms (anthropomorphisms) such 
as references to His eyes, ears, mouth, and nose. These are not interpreted literally since 
we know that ―God is spirit‖ (John 4:24) and therefore has no body.
111
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Stott‘s third disclaimer concerns what is the inspired text of Scripture. He notes 
that it is ―the original Hebrew or Greek text as it came from the author‘s hands (also 
referred to as autographs).‖
112
 In his words, ―we claim no special inspiration or authority 
for any particular translation as a translation—whether ancient Latin or modern English, 
nor indeed for any particular interpretation.‖
113
 The fact that no autographs have survived 
might be due to ―a deliberate providence of God‖ in order to prevent superstitious 
reverence for pieces of paper.
114
 
He argues further that it is a known fact that the scribes took scrupulous care in 
copying the sacred Hebrew text and that the same would have been true of the New 
Testament documents. Further, since we possess a great many more early copies of the 
original text than of any other ancient literature, which we can compare with each other, 
with the early translations, and with biblical quotations in the writings of the church 
fathers, textual critics have been able to establish the authentic text of Scripture 
(especially of the New Testament) beyond any reasonable doubt.
115
 
Arguments for the authority of Scripture 
Stott‘s first argument for the authority of Scripture is that ―the historic Christian 
churches have consistently maintained and defended the divine origin of Scripture.‖
116
 It 
is only in comparatively recent times that some churches have changed their official  
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doctrine on the Scripture. The consensus of the centuries in Protestant churches, the 
Roman Catholic, and Orthodox churches supports this argument. The second argument is 
what the biblical writers themselves claimed. Moses, for instance, claimed that he had 
received the law from God and the prophets introduced their prophecies with formulae 
like ―Thus says the LORD,‖ or ―The word of the LORD came to me, saying.‖ The 
apostles, on their part, could write words like this from Paul: ―When you received the 
word of God which you heard from us, you welcomed it not as the word of men, but as it 
is in truth, the word of God, which also works effectively in you who believe‖ 
(1 Thess 2:13). 
There is also the phenomenon of cross-authorization, in which biblical authors 
make similar claims for each other like the one Peter makes for Paul‘s writings 
(2 Pet 3:15-16).
117
 Also, the New Testament confirms the Old, as is the case when the 
apostolic authors draw from a rich variety of Old Testament passages as the divine 
warrant for what they were writing. The third argument is supplied by the readers of 
Scripture in its perceived ―remarkable unity and coherence.‖ Stott notes, ―In view of the 
diversity of human authorship, the best explanation of this unity seems to be the 
overshadowing activity of a single divine author behind the human authors.‖
118
 That 
divine author who inspired the Bible writers is God. 
Stott also points to the elements of fulfilled prophecy, the nobility and dignity of 
the themes of Scripture, and the extraordinary relevance of its message written centuries 
ago to contemporary people and issues as arguments that strengthen the authority of the 
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 Stott further points to the power of the Bible to change human lives for the 
better. Added to this is the deep assurance that Scripture is truth from God which arises, 
not from any external confirmation such as archeological discoveries (as helpful as they 
may be), but internally within the believer‘s heart from the Holy Spirit Himself. An 
example of this is the ―burning heart‖ experience that the two disciples on the Emmaus 
Road had (Luke 24:32).
120
 
However, the most important reason why Christians believe in the divine 
inspiration and authority of the Bible is because Jesus Himself endorsed its authority.
121
 
Since He endorsed the authority of Scripture, His authority and Scripture‘s authority 
either stand or fall together. However, when the believer first approaches the Bible, he 
accepts it merely as a collection of historical documents which contains the witness of the 
first-century Christians to Christ. But as he reads their testimony, he comes to believe in 
Christ, who then sends him back to Scripture.
122
 
Stott asserts that Jesus endorsed the authority of the Old Testament by submitting 
to its authority in His personal conduct (Matt 4:10).
123
 He also submitted to its authority 
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in the fulfillment of His mission (Mark 8:31; Matt 26:54). Christ endorsed the authority 
of the New Testament by choosing and authorizing the apostles to be His personal 
representatives and to teach in His name (Luke 6:12-13).
124
 They were the ones He chose 
and equipped to record and explain God‘s revelation in and through Christ. Thus, God‘s 
revelation in Christ and the biblical witness to Him go hand in hand.
125
 However, the 
acceptance of the divine origin of the Bible should not lead us to pretend that there are no 
literary, historical, theological, and moral problems in Scripture. He argues that it is 
compatible with intellectual integrity to accept the unique authority of Scripture in spite 
of the residual problems that remain.
126
 He posits that we should struggle honestly with 
such biblical problems without manipulating Scripture to achieve an artificial 
harmonization. For Stott, the ultimate reason Christians accept the Bible as the Word of 
God is that Jesus Himself accepted it as such.
127
 
The Interpretation of the Bible 
Having stated his presuppositions about the Bible, Stott warns against any 
pretensions to infallibility in biblical interpretation. He wrote: 
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God‘s Word is infallible, for what he has said is true. But no Christian individual, 
group or church has ever been or will ever be an infallible interpreter of God‘s 
Word. Human interpretations belong to the sphere of tradition, and an appeal may 




Stott‘s hermeneutic involves ―three teachers to instruct us, and three principles to 
guide us.‖
129
 His ―three teachers‖ he has identified as his ―triangle‖ of ―Scripture, 
tradition and the modern world.‖
130
 Our ―foremost teacher‖ is the Scripture given through 
the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. In the objective sense, the Spirit revealed the message 
of the Bible and, in the subjective sense, he also illuminates its meaning. The illumination 
or enlightenment which the Holy Spirit provides is only for his regenerate, humble, 
obedient, and communicative people.
131
 Before discussing the two other ―teachers,‖ 
according to Stott, let us examine the principles of interpretation that Stott has proposed. 
Principles of interpretation 
Stott‘s first principle of interpretation is ―the principle of simplicity‖ or the natural 
sense of the biblical text. God utilized human language as the vehicle for His self-
revelation. Therefore, Scripture, though unlike all other books since it is the Word of God, 
is also like other books inasmuch as it is the words of human beings.
132
 So while it is 
important that we must study it under the guidance of the Holy Spirit for divine 
illumination, we must also study it like every other book by paying attention to the 
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common rules of vocabulary, grammar, and syntax.
133
 The interpreter needs to begin with 
a disciplined study of the text, preferably in the original biblical languages of Hebrew and 
Greek. It is also important to use scholarly translations such as the Revised Standard 
Version and the New International Version.
134
 
The natural meaning may be literal, figurative, or even allegorical, though never 
an elaborate allegorical construction as were common among the Alexandrian exegetes of 
the fourth century.
135
 In addition to looking for the natural sense, Stott adds that we need 
to try to discover the intention of the author. Though Stott does employ some limited 
allegorical interpretation, it seems that his main focus is to find the simple, natural and 
most obvious interpretation of the biblical passage.
136
 
Stott‘s second principle is to look for the ―original‖ sense of Scripture, which he 
also called ―the principle of history.‖
137
 He notes that ―the permanent and universal 
message of Scripture can be understood only in light of the circumstances in which it was 
originally given.‖
138
 The study of the Bible should be done with such questions as the 
following in mind: ―What did the author intend to convey by this? What is he actually 
asserting? What will his original hearers have understood him to have meant?‖
139
 This 
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―grammatico-historical‖ method of interpretation involves using literary and historical 
criticism to reconstruct the setting.
140
 
Other questions that need to be asked and answered include the following: Who 
wrote it and to whom? Under what circumstances? For what reason?
141
 The second step 
also includes determining the literary genre of the biblical book under study. One will 
need to determine whether it is prose, poetry, historical narrative or wisdom, law, 
prophecy, drama, letter, or apocalyptic. In addition to the question of the type of literature, 
the interpreter must bear in mind the issue of cultural differences if he/she is to relate the 
Scriptures to contemporary settings.
142
 
The third principle is the ―general sense‖ of Scripture or the principle of harmony. 
It looks for organic unity in the writings of the different contributors to the biblical 
message since it is the ―Word of God expressing the mind of God.‖
143
 The approach here 
is to ―resolve apparent discrepancies and interpret Scripture as one harmonious whole,‖ 
which leads ―us to interpret Scripture by Scripture, especially what is obscure by what is 
plain.‖
144
 In addition, he argues that since every text of Scripture has a ―double context,‖ 
that is, historical and scriptural, it is imperative that each text must be understood in the 
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light of its historical and scriptural background.
145
 In addition, it must be noted that the 
scriptural context of every text is both immediate (the paragraph, chapter, and book in 
which it is embedded) and distant (the total biblical revelation).
146
 
To illustrate his point about the need to take the context of the text into 
consideration in interpretation, Stott gives the example of the early chapters of Genesis. 
He argues that the chapters are easily misinterpreted when they are isolated from the rest 
of Scripture. While he accepts the historicity of Adam and Eve, he believes that we 
cannot know some precise details of the story with respect to the nature of the tree of life 
and the serpent.
147
 He refuses to endorse the position of ―six-day creationists‖ on the 
issues of origins and the age of the earth, but rather argues that ―they have misunderstood 




Stott begins his discussion of creation by noting the Genesis account of creation is 
earth-centered and man-centered, ―in the sense that it is deliberately told from the 
perspective of man upon earth.‖
149
  He adds that the account ―is above all, God-centered 
in the  sense that the whole initiative in the creation lies with the one-true God.‖
150
 In 
view of the controversy that has raged between religion and science in relation to the 
biblical account of creation, Stott cautions both sides in the debate as follows: ―Scientists 
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need to distinguish between fact and theory, and Bible students between plain scriptural 
statement and fallible human interpretation.‖
151
 With regard to the process of creation, he 
asserts, ―Not many Christians today find it necessary to defend the concept of a literal 
six-day creation, for the text does not demand it, and scientific discovery appears to 
contradict it.‖
152
 The defense he posits for this position is that ―the biblical text presents 
itself not as a scientific treatise but as a highly stylized literary statement.‖
153
  
Stott asserts further that ―the geological evidence for a gradual development over 
thousands of millions of years seems conclusive.‖
154
 He does not see any contradiction 
between what he refers to as ―some forms of the theory of evolution‖ and the Genesis 
account of creation. However, in place of the Darwinian theory of ―natural selection,‖ as 
the operational principle of his theory of creation through the process of evolution, he 
prefers the view which posits ―multiple changes, in fits and starts, and sometimes by 
inexplicable major leaps.‖
155
 He rejects as incompatible with Christian revelation any 
theory of evolution ―which is presented as a blind and random process.‖
156
 He also argues 
that ―there does not seem to be any biblical reason for denying that some kind of 
purposive evolutionary development may have been the mode which God employed in 
creating.‖
157
                                                                                                                                                               

















 Stott believes that Adam was probably created out of one of the several forms of 
pre-Adamic hominids who, he argued, seemed to have existed for millions of years 
earlier.
158
 He adds that the hominids began to advance culturally, made their cave 
drawings, and buried their dead. According to Stott, ―Adam was the first homo divinus,‖ 
that is, the first human being ―who may be given the specific biblical designation ‗made 
in the image of God.‘‖
159
 He seems to support the idea that God might have conferred His 
image on the pre-Adamic hominids which survived natural calamity and disaster and 
dispersed to other continents and were, therefore, now contemporaries of Adam.
160
 He 
postulates that the ―image of God‖ probably ―included those rational, moral, social and 
spiritual faculties which made man unlike all other creatures and like God the Creator, 
and on account of which he was given ‗domination‘ over the lower creation.‖
161
  
Another example that Stott mentions in reference to his point about the scriptural 
context in biblical interpretation is the Mosaic law. In his view, a discussion of the place 
of the Mosaic law will throw some light on the relation between the Old and New 
Testaments, and thus, on the question of progressive revelation. He accepts that there has 
been progression in God‘s revelation of Himself and of His purposes from truth to more 
truth, not from error to truth.
162
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Stott argues that the Mosaic law ―was a complex code, consisting of moral 
instructions, ceremonial regulations and civil statutes.‖ In his view, ―the New Testament 
clearly teaches that the ceremonial laws are now obsolete, the temple, priesthood and 
sacrifices having been fulfilled in Christ and the food laws having been abolished by 
him.‖
163
 The civil laws no longer apply to us since in OT times God‘s people were both a 
nation and a church simultaneously. He argues, however, that the moral laws have not 




The second teacher, according to Stott, is reason, or as he puts it, our own 
disciplined study of the Word, in addition to dependence on the Holy Spirit. What makes 
it possible for us to engage reason is that we are made in the image of God. One of the 
qualities which constitute the image of God in human beings is the capacity for 
introspection or intelligence.
165
 This capacity of the human mind (reason) left to itself 
cannot discover God by its own sheer effort. It is in this regard that Stott writes: 
Like the brilliant intellectuals of ancient Greece our contemporaries have 
unbounded confidence in the human reason. They want to think their way to God 
by themselves, and to gain credit for discovering God by their own effort. But 
God resists such swellings of pride on the part of the finite creature. Of course, 
men have been given minds to use, and they are never to stifle or smother them, 
but they must humble them reverently before the revelation of God, becoming in 
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Paul‘s word ―fools‖ and in Christ‘s word ―babes.‖ It is only babes to whom God 
reveals himself and only fools whom he makes wise.
166
 
For Stott, faith and reason are compatible and are not opposed to each other from  
the scriptural point of view. He asserted: ―Faith and sight are contrasted (2 Cor 5:7), but 
never faith and reason. For faith according to Scripture is neither credulity, nor 
superstition, nor an illogical belief in the occurrence of the improbable, but a quiet, 
thoughtful trust in the God who is known to be trustworthy.‖
167
 He argues further: 
Too many people regard it [divine guidance] as an alternative to human thought, 
even a convenient device for saving them the bother of thinking. They expect God 
to flash on to their inner screen answers to their questions and solutions to their 
problems, in such a way as to bypass their minds. And of course God is free to do 
this; perhaps occasionally he does. But Scripture gives us the warrant to insist that 
God‘s normal way of guiding us is rational, not irrational, namely through the 
very thought processes which he has created in us.
168 
He adds that, in order to understand God‘s revealed will, we have to ―use our reason 
responsibly.‖
169
 He supports this assertion thus: ―For in our reading of Scripture divine 
illumination is no substitute for human endeavor. Nor is humility in seeking light from 
God inconsistent with the most disciplined industry in study.‖
170
 
In Stott‘s view, Scripture itself puts a lot of emphasis on the conscientious 
Christian use of the mind, ―not of course in order to stand in judgment on God‘s Word, 
but rather in order to submit to it, to grapple with it, to understand it and to relate it to the 
contemporary scene.‖
171
 He notes further that ―there are frequent complaints in Scripture 
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that we keep forgetting our basic rationality as human beings made in God‘s image and 
behave instead ‗like the horse or the mule, which have no understanding‘‖ (Ps 32:9).
172
 
He wrote, ―We are not to oppose prayer and thought as alternative means of increasing 
our understanding of Scripture, but to combine them.‖
173
 He adds, ―It is not enough to 
humble ourselves before God and look to him for understanding; we must also set our 
minds to understand Scripture and think over what is written in it.‖
174
 Thus humility must 
be combined with disciplined use of the mind. 
He quotes Charles Simeon in this regard: ―For the attainment of divine knowledge, 
we are directed to combine a dependence on God‘s Spirit with our own researches. Let us 
then, not presume to separate what God has thus united.‖
175
 Prayer must be combined 
with disciplined study so that we may grow in understanding of the Scripture. In his 
words, ―Sometimes our growth in understanding is inhibited by a proud and prayerless 
self-confidence, but at other times by sheer laziness and indiscipline. Those who would 
increase in the knowledge of God must both abase themselves before the Spirit of truth 
and commit themselves to a lifetime of study.‖
176
 
Stott has also argued that the attempt to replace divine revelation with human 
reason is a mistake because, even though ―reason has a vital role to play in the 
understanding and application of revelation,‖ ―it can never be a substitute for it.‖
177
 Also 
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―without revelation reason gropes in the dark and flounders in the deep.‖
178
 He adds, ―To 
bring our minds under Christ‘s yoke is not to deny our rationality but to submit to his 
revelation.‖
179
 Further, Stott argues that the divine revelation is a rational revelation. He 
wrote: 
The Christian doctrine of revelation, far from making the human mind 
unnecessary, actually makes it indispensable and assigns to it its proper place. 
God has revealed himself in words to minds. His revelation is a rational revelation 
to rational creatures. Our duty is to receive his message, to submit to it, to seek to 
understand it, and to relate it to the world in which we live. That God needs to 
take the initiative to reveal himself shows that our minds are finite and fallen; that 
he chooses to reveal himself to babies (Matt.11:25) shows that we must humble 
ourselves to receive his Word; that he does so at all, and in words shows that our 
minds are capable of understanding it. One of the highest and noblest functions of 
man‘s mind is to listen to God‘s Word, and so to read his mind and think his 
thoughts after him, both in nature and in Scripture.
180 
The third teacher is the Church or tradition. While agreeing with the reformers on 
the ―right of private judgement‖ of the individual believer against the assumed teaching 
authority of the Church of Rome, Stott nevertheless insists that it is unwise to ignore what 
the Lord has revealed to the Christian church over the centuries. In fact, he assigns a 
prominent role to tradition. He writes: ―Gradually and progressively over the centuries of 
church history, the Spirit of truth enabled the church to grasp, clarify, and formulate the 
great doctrines of Scripture. We owe much to the so-called Catholic Creeds . . . and 
Reformation confessions, together with the biblical commentaries and theological 
treatises of individual scholars.‖
181
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Concerning the relationship of Scripture and tradition, he writes: 
Protestants do not deny the importance of tradition, and some of us should have 
more respect for it, since the Holy Spirit has taught past generations of Christians 
and did not begin his instruction only with us! Nevertheless, when Scripture and 
tradition are in collision, we must allow Scripture to reform tradition, just as Jesus 
insisted with the ‗traditions of the elders‘ (cf. Mark 7:1-13).
182 
In relation to the issue of the Anglican theological method, Stott rejects the idea 
of a ―threefold theological cord‖ comprised of Scripture, reason, and tradition. He writes: 
Although it is sometime said in Anglican circles that Scripture, tradition and 
reason form a ‗threefold cord‘ which restrains and directs the church, and 
although there are not lacking those who regard these three as having equal 
authority, yet official pronouncements continue to uphold the primary, the 
supreme authority of Scripture, while accepting the important place of tradition 
and reason in the elucidation of Scripture.
183
 
In addition, Stott rejects the ―two-source‖ theory of divine revelation. He writes: 
We cannot rely on church tradition for our message, for we cannot accept the 
‗two-source‘ theory of divine revelation, namely that Holy Scripture and holy 
tradition are independent, equal, and authoritative sources of doctrine. Rather, we 
see tradition standing alongside Scripture as a fallible interpretation of an 
infallible revelation. We feel obliged to affirm the supremacy of Scripture over 
tradition, as Jesus did, when he called the traditions of the elders ‗the tradition of 




While he distinguishes between Scripture and tradition in relation to authority for the 
Christian, he nevertheless warned against a complete rejection of tradition. Tradition is 
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secondary to Scripture as a source of authority in Christian theology. He argues: 
When we seek to follow Christ in distinguishing between Scripture and tradition, 
we must be careful not to overstate the case. Jesus did not reject all human 
traditions out of hand, forbidding his disciples to cherish or follow any. What he 
did was to put tradition in its place, namely a secondary place, and then, provided 
that it was not contrary to Scripture, to make it optional.
185
 
However, Stott denies that the three teachers are of equal importance. He argues: 
I am emphatically not saying that Scripture, reason and tradition are a threefold 
authority of equal importance by which we know God‘s truth. No. Scripture alone 
is God‘s Word written, and the Holy Spirit its illuminate interpreter. The place of 
the individual‘s reason and of the church‘s tradition lies in the elucidation and 
application of Scripture. But both are subordinate to God himself as he speaks to 
us through his Word.
186
 
While he notes that contemporary Anglican leaders have tended to argue that 
authority is a ‗threefold cord‘ consisting of Scripture, tradition, and reason (a formula 
which they claimed was originated by Richard Hooker), he nevertheless asserts that ―the 
historic formularies of Anglicanism plainly attribute supreme authority to Scripture.‖
187
 
Thus, for Stott, Scripture seems to be paramount and reason and tradition are subordinate 
to it. He puts it succinctly when he writes that ―the supremacy of Scripture carries with it 




Centrality of the Cross 
John Stott views the death of Christ as very central to his mission. He writes: 
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―From Jesus‘ youth, indeed from his birth, the cross casts its shadow ahead of him. His 
death was central to his mission.‖
189
 The fact that the church has always recognized the 
centrality of the cross underlines the importance of this argument.
190
 He states that every 
religion has its visual symbol which illustrates a significant feature of its history or 
beliefs. In the case of Christianity, the cross was not the earliest symbol that the church 
adopted. In fact, it was initially avoided due to both its direct association with Christ and 
especially for its shameful association with the execution of common criminals.
191
 
Stott argues that the early Christians had a wide range of symbols that they could 
have chosen from, including the manger in which the baby Jesus was laid, the carpenter‘s 
bench at which Jesus worked as a young man in Nazareth, the apron he wore while 
washing the disciple‘s feet, and the dove (symbol of the Holy Spirit sent from heaven on 
the day of Pentecost).
192
 But they chose the cross. He opines that the choice of the cross 
by Christians was because ―they wished to commemorate as central to their 
understanding of Jesus neither his birth nor his youth, neither his teaching nor his service, 




Stott argues that Christians apparently employed the sign of the cross as a 
pictorial symbol of their faith at least from the second century onwards. Tertullian, the 
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North African lawyer and theologian, supports this argument when he writes that 
Christians made the sign of the cross on themselves and others.
194
 He also notes that 
Richard Hooker, the notable sixteenth-century Anglican theologian, applauded the fact 
that the early church Fathers, in spite of the pagan scorn of the sufferings of Christ, chose 




Stott also notes that it was Constantine, the first emperor to profess to be a 
Christian, who gave added impetus to the use of the cross symbol by adopting it as his 
emblem and emblazoning it on the standards of his army.
196
 But the Christians‘ choice of 
the cross is all the more surprising in light of the fact that people in the ancient world 
regarded crucifixion with horror. In their view, no sane person could worship as god a 
dead man who had been justly condemned as a criminal and subjected to the most 
humiliating form of public execution.
197
 
Stott notes further that crucifixion was apparently invented by some obscure 
people on the edge of the known world from whom the Greeks and Romans took it over. 
It is probably the most cruel method of execution ever practiced. Typically, the victim 
would suffer for days before death finally came. In the hands of the Romans, it was 
reserved for criminals convicted of murder, rebellion, or armed robbery, provided that 
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they were also slaves, foreigners, or others who were regarded as ―non-persons.‖
198
 
Roman citizens were exempt from crucifixion except in extreme cases of treason.
199
 
Stott quotes Cicero, who in one of his speeches condemned crucifixion as ―a most 
cruel and disgusting punishment.‖
200
 He wrote further, 
If the Romans regarded crucifixion with horror, so did the Jews, though for a 
different reason. They made no distinction between a ‗tree‘ and a ‗cross‘, and so 
between hanging and a crucifixion. They therefore automatically applied to 
crucified criminals the terrible statement of the law that ‗anyone who is hung on a 
tree is under God‘s curse‘ (Deut 21:23). They could not bring themselves to 
believe that God‘s Messiah would die under his curse, strung up on a tree.
201
 
For all those who were opposed to Christianity, whether Jewish or Roman, the 
claim that God‘s anointed and the Savior of human beings died on the cross was not only 
ludicrous but crazy.
202 
The Perspective of Jesus 
The strongest reason that Stott adduces for his assertion that the death of Christ 
was central to His mission is because it originated in the mind of Jesus Himself. He 
writes: ―The fact that a cross became the Christian symbol, and that Christians stubbornly 
refused, in spite of the ridicule, to discard it in favour of something less offensive, can 
have only one explanation. It means that the centrality of the cross originated in the mind 
of Jesus himself. It was out of loyalty to him that his followers clung so doggedly to this 
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 This is the reason why the cross became the Christian symbol despite the 
ridicule of its enemies who considered it very offensive. But what evidence is there that 
the cross was central to the self-understanding of Jesus? Stott begins by examining the 




It was evident on that occasion that Jesus was very conscious of God as His 
Father and felt an inward compulsion to occupy Himself with His Father‘s affairs. He 
knew that His mission in the world was to fulfill the purpose assigned Him by the Father. 
Stott notes that the evangelists hint that Jesus‘ baptism and temptation were both 
occasions on which He committed Himself to do God‘s will rather than the devil‘s and to 
suffer and die rather than receive worldly popularity. He also notes that Mark (followed 




The three predictions reveal the determination of Jesus to go to the cross. Stott 
notes that they revealed that Jesus ―must suffer and be rejected and die,‖ and that 
―everything written of him in Scripture must be fulfilled.‖
206
 He notes further that the 
predictions share similarity of structure and wording and adds that the Gospels record at 
least eight more instances where Jesus alluded to His death.
207
 Stott concludes that the 
                                               
203Stott, Cross of Christ, 24. For instance, Stott argues that the cross was central to the mind of 
Paul because ―it had been central to the mind of Christ.‖ See his Evangelical Truth, 68. See also his Why I 
Am a Christian, 50. 
204Stott, Cross of Christ, 25. 
205Ibid., 26-27. Mark 8:29-32; 9:31; 10:32-34. 
206Stott, Cross of Christ, 27, 28. See also Stott, Basic Christianity, 84. 
207Matt 17:9-13; Mark 9:9-13; Luke 9:44; Mark 10:35-45; Matt 20:20-28; Mark 12:1-12; Matt 
21:33-46; Luke 20:9-19. 
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―synoptic evangelists bear a common witness to the fact that Jesus both clearly foresaw 
and repeatedly foretold his coming death.‖
208
 He concludes that Jesus definitely knew 
that He was going to die a violent and premature but purposive death. He gave three 
reasons for its inevitability. They are the hostility of the Jewish national leaders, what 
was written about the Messiah in the Scriptures, and His own deliberate choice.
209
 
In relation to what was written in the Scriptures concerning the Messiah, Jesus 
said, ―The Son of Man will go just as it is written about him‖ (Mark 14:21). Stott notes 
that ―when referring to the Old Testament prophetic witness, he tended to couple the 
death and resurrection, the suffering and glory, of the Messiah.‖
210
 He further notes that 
three of the so-called ―seven words‖ of Jesus while hanging on the cross were direct 
quotations from Scripture.
211
 However, it is from Isa 53 that ―Jesus seems to have derived 
the clearest forecast not only of his sufferings, but also of his subsequent glory.‖
212
 
In Isa 53, the servant of Yahweh is first presented as ―despised and rejected by 
men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering‖ (v. 3), on whom the Lord laid our 
sins so that ―he was pierced for our transgressions‖ and ―crushed for our iniquities‖ 
(vv. 5-6). However, at the end of both chs. 52 and 53, He is ―raised and lifted up and 
                                               
208
Stott, Cross of Christ, 28. He adds that John who omits these precise predictions recorded seven 
references to Jesus‘ ―hour‖ of destiny when He would depart the world and return to the Father. 
209Ibid., 30-31. 
210Ibid., 30. He quotes Luke 24:25-27 where Jesus sought to convince the disciples on the road to 
Emmaus from the Scriptures about why it was necessary for the Messiah to suffer and die before His 
glorification. Stott argues that it is probable that Jesus came to know what His mission in the world was 
through Scripture as shown in the way He applied to Himself ―both the designation ‗son of man‘ (Daniel 7) 
and the prophecies relating to the suffering servant (Isaiah 53)‖ both of which respectively represented in 
Judaism the highest conceivable declaration of exaltation and the expression of deepest humiliation. See 
Stott, Evangelical Essentials, 86, and his Why I Am a Christian, 38-39. 
211Stott, Cross of Christ, 30. The references are Pss 22:1; 69:21; 31:5. 
212Stott, Cross of Christ, 30. 
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highly exalted‖ (52:13) and as a result will ―justify many‖ (53:11). The only straight 
quotation from Isa 53 by Jesus is from v. 12 where in reference to Himself, He said that 




In relation to the third and most important reason for the death of Jesus, that is, 
His own deliberate choice, Stott notes that Jesus ―was determined to fulfill what was 
written of the Messiah, however painful it would be.‖
214
 He died not because He believed 
He was fated nor because He chose to be a martyr, but because ―he believed Old 
Testament Scripture to be his Father‘s revelation and that he was totally resolved to do 
his Father‘s will and finish his Father‘s work.‖
215
 Stott noted that despite the great 
importance of the teaching and example of Jesus, and of His compassion and power, none 
of these was central to His mission. He opines that ―what dominated his mind was not the 
living but the giving of his life.‖
216
 He adds that the four evangelists who bore witness to 
Jesus in the Gospels reveal that they understand this ―by the disproportionate amount of 
space which they give to the story of his last days on earth, his death and resurrection.‖
217
 
Stott states that the final sacrifice of Jesus occupies between a third and a quarter 
of the three synoptic gospels and that John‘s Gospel is almost equally divided between 
                                               
213Ibid., 31. Stott notes that the confident detailed application by Matthew, Luke, John Paul, and 
Peter of at least eight of the twelve verses of Isa 53 to Jesus must have derived from the very lips of Jesus 
Himself. 
214Ibid. 
215Ibid., 31, 60-61. 
216Ibid., 32. 
217Ibid. See also his Basic Christianity, 84. 
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the focus on His life and events surrounding His suffering and death.
218
 In light of the 
scriptural testimony, one cannot but agree that Jesus viewed His sacrificial death on 
Calvary as very central to His mission. He chose to die a violent death on the cross in 
fulfillment of His Father‘s will in order to save lost humanity (Luke 19:10) and thus give 
His life as a ransom to set them free (Mark 10:45). 
The Perspective of the Apostles 
Stott notes that the argument that the apostles emphasis in the book of Acts was 
on the resurrection rather than the death of Jesus is not warranted by the evidence. 
Further, the argument that they gave no doctrinal explanation of His death is not valid. 
While they did not express the full doctrine of atonement in Acts, ―yet the seeds of the 
developed doctrine are there.‖
219
 He also states that several important points are 
contained in the gospel core as presented by the apostles. 
First, although the apostles attributed the death of Jesus to human wickedness, 
nevertheless, they declared that it was also due to a divine purpose divinely foreknown 
and foretold. Therefore, the apostles repeatedly emphasized that the death and 
resurrection of Jesus happened ―according to the Scriptures‖ (1 Cor 15:3-4). Second, 
though a full-scale atonement doctrine is missing, it is however noteworthy that the 
apostles referred to the cross on which Christ died as a ―tree.‖ Stott notes that Luke 
records this fact in respect to both Peter and Paul (Acts 5:30; 10:39; 13:29).
220
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The question that arises, then, is why did the apostles equate the death of Jesus on 
the cross with death by hanging on a tree? Stott argues that the only possible explanation 
is to be found in Deut 21:22-23. In this passage, instructions were given for the body of a 
man who had been executed for a capital offense by hanging, to be buried before nightfall, 
―for he who is hanged is accursed of God.‖ Stott argues that the apostles were familiar 
with this legislation and with its implication that Jesus died under the divine curse.
221
 
Based on this argument, Stott asserts that they must have begun to understand that it was 
our curse that Jesus was bearing.
222
 He then concludes his second point thus: 
If then Peter and Paul in their letters plainly saw the cross of Jesus in sin-bearing 
or curse-bearing terms, and both linked this fact with the verses in Deuteronomy 
about being hanged on a tree, is it not reasonable to suppose that already in their 
Acts speeches, in which they called the cross a tree, they had glimpsed the same 
truth? In this case there is more doctrinal teaching about the cross in the early 
sermons of the apostles than they are often credited with.
223
 
Third, we need to consider how Stott views the presentation of the resurrection by 
the apostles. He argues that although they emphasized it, their message was not 
exclusively about the resurrection. Moreover, since it is resurrection from death, its 
significance is determined by the nature of the death. He argues further that ―the 
resurrection was the divine reversal of the human verdict‖
224
 on Jesus. Furthermore, ―by 
the resurrection God ‗glorified‘ and ‗exalted‘ the Jesus who had died.‖
225
 On account of  
                                               
221Ibid. 
222Ibid. He quoted Paul in Gal 3:13: ―Christ redeemed us from the curse of the law by becoming a 
curse for us, for it is written: ‗Cursed is everyone who is hanged on a tree‘‖ (NIV). He notes further that 
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223Ibid. 
224Stott, Cross of Christ, 35. 
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His death, God made the crucified and risen Jesus ―both Lord and Christ‖ and ―Prince 
and Savior‖ with authority to save sinners by granting them repentance, forgiveness, and 
the gift of the Holy Spirit.
226
 Stott argues that the three major letter-writers of the New 
Testament—Paul, Peter, and John—all gave unanimous witness to the centrality of the 
cross, as does the letter to the Hebrews and the Revelation.
227
 In the case of Paul, he 
defined his gospel as ―the message of the cross,‖ his ministry as being centered on 
―Christ crucified,‖ baptism as initiation ―into his death,‖ and the Lord‘s supper as the 
proclamation of the Lord‘s death.
228
 
Further, contrary to the idea of unbelievers that the cross seemed foolish and was 
a stumbling block to them, it was for Paul ―the very essence of God‘s wisdom and 
power.‖
229
 Stott notes that Paul argued that what was of paramount importance in the 
gospel message that he preached was ―that Christ died for our sins according to the 
Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day according to the 
Scriptures and that he appeared.‖
230
 When he developed this short outline into a full 
gospel manifesto some years later (that is, the letter to the Romans), he emphasized the 
cross much more strongly.
231
 Having proved all humankind sinful and guilty before God, 
Paul asserted that we are reconciled to God through Jesus Christ whom God presented as 
―a sacrifice of atonement through faith in his blood‖ (Rom 3:25, NIV). Stott writes that,  
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for Paul, ―without Christ‘s sacrificial death for us, salvation would have been impossible. 
No wonder Paul boasts in nothing except the cross (Gal 6:14).‖
232
 
With regard to Peter, Stott notes that he began his first letter with the shocking 
statement that his readers had been sprinkled with the blood of Jesus Christ. For him, the 
price of the redemption of believers was not perishable things such as silver and gold, but 
rather ―the precious blood of Christ, as of a lamb without blemish and without spot‖ 
(1 Pet 1:18-19). Peter wrote that Jesus ―himself bore our sins in His own body on the 
tree‖ (1 Pet 2:24) and that ―Christ died for sins once for all, the righteous for the 
unrighteous, to bring you to God‘ (1 Pet 3:18). Stott notes that this is in fulfillment of 
Isa 53 and that, in view of the fact that Peter, in context, was emphasizing the cross as our 




Stott notes that, though the emphasis of John in his letters was on the incarnation, 
nevertheless, he still saw the incarnation in the light of atonement. God‘s unique love was 
seen not so much in the coming as in the dying of His Son who was sent to be an atoning 
sacrifice for our sins (propitiation) and whose ―blood . . . cleanses us from all sin‖ 
(1 John 1:7). In the book of Revelation, Jesus is introduced as the One who loves us and 
has freed us from our sins by His blood (Rev 1:5, 6). The most common designation that 
John uses for Jesus in the book of Revelation (28 times) is simply ―the Lamb.‖ Stott 
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asserts that the reason for the frequent usage of the symbol is ―because he has been slain 




The Perspective of New Testament Writers 
Stott asserts that the points discussed above leave ―us in no doubt that the 
principal contributors to the New Testament believed in the centrality of the cross of 
Christ, and believed that their conviction was derived from the mind of the Master 
himself.‖
235
 Thus, the early church had a firm double basis for making a cross the sign 
and symbol of Christianity, namely, the teaching of Christ and His apostles. Church 
tradition has affirmed this.
236
 He commends the remarkable tenacity of the principal 
writers of the New Testament who, in the face of the public ridicule and scorn that their 
Lord and they themselves had to endure because of the cross, still regarded it as a most 
glorious thing (Luke 24:26; John 12:23-24; 1 Pet 1:11, 4:13, 5:1, 10, 4:14).
237
 
Stott notes further that those intellectuals who come with a fair mind to the cross 
can do no other than treat the cross as central to the Christian faith. To emphasize the 
centrality of the cross, he quotes Emil Brunner: 
In Christianity, faith in the Mediator is not something optional, not something 
about which, in the last resort, it is possible to hold different opinions, if we are 
only united on the ‗main point.‘ For faith in the Mediator—in the event which 
took place once for all, a revealed atonement—is the Christian religion itself; is 
the ‗main point‘; it is not something alongside of the centre; it is the substance 
and kernel, not the husk. This is so true that we may even say: in distinction from 
all other forms of religion, the Christian religion is faith in the one Mediator. . . . 
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 And there is no possibility of being a Christian than through faith in that which 
took place once for all, revelation and atonement through the Mediator.
238
 
For Stott, ―the only authentic Jesus is the Jesus who died on the cross.‖
239
 This is the 
center of all his writing on atonement. 
Atonement as Penal Substitution 
In Stott‘s view, the reason for atonement stems from human need for forgiveness 
which arose from the gravity of sin and the majesty of God. He summarizes the problem: 
We have located the problem of forgiveness in the gravity of sin and the majesty 
of God, that is, in the realities of who we are and who he is. How can the holy 
love of God come to terms with the unholy lovelessness of man? What would 
happen if they were to come into collision with each other? The problem is not 
outside God; it is within his own being. Because God never contradicts himself, 
he must be himself and ‗satisfy‘ himself, acting in absolute consistency with the 
perfection of his character. . . . How then could God express simultaneously his 
holiness in judgment and his love in pardon? Only by providing a divine 




Having defined the problem, he then proceeds to discuss the need for ―satisfaction‖ and 
―substitution.‖ 
Satisfaction and Substitution 
Stott notes that people sometimes question why God needed some kind of 
―satisfaction‖ before He could forgive sinners or why Jesus had to endure the punishment 
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sinners deserved as their ―substitute.‖
241
 As an example, he quotes from Alister Hardy 
who wrote: 
I cannot accept either the hypothesis that the appalling death of Jesus was a 
sacrifice in the eyes of God for the sins of the world, or that God, in the shape of 
his son, tortured himself for our redemption. I can only confess that, in my heart 
of hearts, I find such religious ideas to be amongst the least attractive in the whole 
of anthropology. To me they belong to quite a different philosophy—different 
psychology—from that of the religion that Jesus taught.
242
 
He believes that we can and indeed must hold to the belief in the saving efficacy of the 
death of Jesus and the theological terms of ―satisfaction‖ and ―substitution‖ that are used 
to explain it.
243
 He argues further that, though neither term is a biblical word, yet each is a 
biblical concept. In fact, he states that there is in fact ―a biblical revelation of ‗satisfaction 
through substitution‘, which is uniquely honouring to God.‖
244
 
In Stott‘s view, the primary ―obstacle‖ to forgiveness is located within God 
Himself. The hindrance to forgiveness is not just the demands of the devil, the law, God‘s 
honor or justice, or the moral order. God must ―satisfy Himself‖ in the way He saves 
humanity; He cannot do it by contradicting Himself.
245
 The necessity for ―satisfaction‖ is 
not found in anything outside of God but within Himself and His own immutable 
character (2 Tim 2:13; Titus 1:2; Heb 6:18; Deut 32:4). The reason why God must judge 
sinners and not just forgive them without requiring ―satisfaction‖ is because ―He cannot 
                                               
241Stott, Cross of Christ , 111. 
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deny Himself‖ (2 Tim 2:13; cf. Mark 8:34). Unlike human beings, He is never other than 
His true self and so cannot and will not deny Himself, though He can choose to humble 
Himself in order to save humanity. He is always Himself and is never inconsistent.
246
 
Substitution, Divine Holiness, and Divine Love 
In presenting the means God employs in effecting the salvation of humans, Stott 
writes: 
The way God chooses to forgive sinners and reconcile them to himself must, first 
and foremost, be fully consistent with his own character. It is not only that he 
must overthrow and disarm the devil in order to rescue his captives. It is not even 
only that he must satisfy his law, his honour, his justice or the moral order; it is 
that he must satisfy himself. Those other formulations rightly insist that at least 
one expression of himself must be satisfied, either his law or honour or justice or 
moral order; the merit of this further formulation is that it insists on the 
satisfaction of God himself in every aspect of his being, including both his justice 
and his love [emphasis added].
247
 
In relation to the idea that God‘s method of redeeming humans should be 
consistent with both His justice and His love, Stott argues that there is a ―dual nature‖ in 
God ―which is the central mystery of the Christian revelation.‖
248
 He quotes Emil 
Brunner: ―God is not simply love. The nature of God cannot be exhaustively stated in one 
single word.‖
249
 He adds further that modern opposition to forensic language in relation 
to atonement is largely, quoting Brunner, ―due to the fact that the idea of the Divine 
Holiness has been swallowed up in that of Divine love‖
250
 which means ―that the biblical  
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idea of God, in which the decisive element is this two-fold nature of holiness and love, is 
being replaced by the modern, unilateral, monistic idea of God.‖
251
 
Quoting Brunner further, Stott writes that the cross of Christ ―is the event in 
which God makes known his holiness and his love simultaneously, in one event, in an 
absolute manner.‖
252
 Stott opines that the duality within the divine being is not 
―irreconcilable.‖ He writes: ―For God is not at odds with himself, however much it may 
appear to us that he is. He is ‗the God of peace‘, of inner tranquility not turmoil. True we 
find it difficult to hold in our minds simultaneously the images of God as the Judge who 
must punish evil-doers and the Lover who must find a way to forgive them. Yet he is 
both, and at the same time.‖
253
 
Stott argues that in the cross of Christ, God‘s divine holiness and His holy love 
are simultaneously revealed.
254
 In his view, the two concepts are identical or at the very 
least alternative expressions of the same reality.
255
 He argues that the problem of 
atonement arises because God is Himself holy
256
 and that it is the vision of God‘s holy 
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love that helps us avoid holding views that are caricatures of God.
257
 In his own words, 
―we must picture him [God] neither as an indulgent God who compromises in order to 
spare and spoil us, nor as a harsh, vindictive God who suppresses his love in order to 
crush and destroy us.‖
258
 In order that He might express His holiness without consuming 
us and His love without condoning our sins, He substituted Himself for us so that He can 
save us from the destruction that our sins merited.
259
 
In Stott‘s view, the divine necessity that arose within the being of God does not 
mean that God must be true to only a part of Himself (be it His law, or honor or justice), 
nor that He must express one of His attributes (whether love or holiness) at the expense 
of another. Rather, it means that He must be completely and invariably Himself in the 
fullness of His moral being.
260
 Stott quotes from T. J. Crawford: 
It is altogether an error . . . to suppose that God acts at one time according to one 
of his attributes, and at another time according to another. He acts in conformity 
with all of them at all time. . . . As for the divine justice and the divine mercy in 
particular, the end of his (sc. Christ‘s) work was not to bring them into harmony, 
as if they had been at variance with one another, but jointly to manifest and 
glorify them in the redemption of sinners. It is a case of combined action, and not 
counteraction, on the part of these attributes, that is exhibited on the cross.
261
 
The only way He could express both ―his holiness in judgment and his love in pardon‖ is 
―by providing a substitute for the sinner, so that the substitute would receive the 
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judgment and the sinner the pardon.‖
262
 Though the sinner still has to suffer some of the 
personal, psychological, and social consequences of sin, ―but the penal consequence, the 
deserved penalty of alienation from God, has been borne by Another in our place, so that 
we may be spared it.‖
263
 
Stott argues that the ordeal that Jesus prayed that the Father would take from Him 
if possible (Matt 26:9) was not just physical death.
264
 He writes: ―It symbolized neither 
the physical pain of being flogged and crucified, nor the mental distress of being despised 
and rejected even by his own people, but rather the spiritual agony of bearing the sins of 
the world, in other words, of enduring the divine judgment which those sins deserved.‖
265
 
Stott quotes Calvin in this regard: ―If Christ had died only a bodily death, it would have 
been ineffectual. . . . Unless his soul shared in the punishment, he would have been the 
Redeemer of bodies alone.‖
266
 
Furthermore he writes of the moment when Jesus hung on the cross: 
The Lord Jesus Christ who was eternally with the Father, who enjoyed unbroken 
communion with him throughout his life on earth, was thus momentarily 
abandoned. Our sins sent Christ to hell. He tasted the torment of a soul estranged 
from God. Bearing our sins, he died our death. He endured instead of us the 
penalty of separation from God which our sins deserved.
267 
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It is thus very clear that Stott teaches that Jesus died what Scripture referred to in 
Rev 20:11-15 as the ―second death,‖
268
 when He died as our substitute on Calvary even 
though he does not use that terminology. 
In the next section, in order to understand the identity of the ―Substitute‖ and 
justify the idea of Jesus substituting Himself for us, Stott proceeds to discuss the idea of 
sacrifice in the Old Testament. 
Substitution and Sacrifice in Scripture 
Stott states that sacrificial language and idioms are widely used in the New 
Testament. Sometimes the reference is unambiguous (Eph 5:2) and at other times, the 
reference is less direct (Gal 1:4; Heb 9:14). However, the background of thought is still 
the Old Testament sacrificial system. The letter to the Hebrews portrayed the sacrifice of 
Christ as having perfectly fulfilled the Old Testament ―shadows‖ (Heb 8:3, 5). It also 
depicts Christ as having sacrificed Himself (9:11-12) once for all (9:23-26) in order to 
restore us into fellowship with God.
269
 In the book of Revelation, Jesus is seen in heaven 
as both ―the Lion of the tribe of Judah‖ and as a Lamb which appears ―as though it had 
been slain‖ (Rev 5:5, 6, 12).
270
 Stott argues that ―from the early chapters of Genesis to the 
final chapters of the Revelation we can trace what some writers have called a scarlet 
thread.‖
271
 In short, both the Old and New Testaments testify to the fact that forgiveness 
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and atonement are possible only through the death of Jesus Christ.
272
 
Before going into the meaning of Old Testament sacrifices, Stott first 
distinguishes Hebrew sacrifices from pagan sacrifices. He argues that, while they may 
both have had a common origin in God‘s revelation to ―our earliest ancestors,‖ we cannot 
assume that they had an identical meaning. In light of scriptural revelation, he argues that 
it is more plausible to argue that the Israelites (despite their backsliding) kept the 
substance of God‘s original purpose while pagan sacrifices were corruptions of the 
original.
273
 While noting that sacrifices were offered in a wide variety of circumstances in 
Old Testament times, he states that there are two basic but complementary notions of 
sacrifice in the Old Testament. The first is an expression of the sense of belonging to God 
by right which human beings have and the second is their sense of alienation from God as 
a result of their sin and guilt.
274
 
Examples of the first kind include the ―peace‖ or ―fellowship‖ offering, which 
were often associated with thanksgiving (Lev 7:12), the burnt offering (in which 
everything was consumed), and the ritual of the three annual festivals (Exod 23:14-17). 
Examples of the second kind of sacrifices were the sin offering and the guilt offering in 
which the need for atonement was clearly acknowledged.
275
 He notes further that the first 
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kind of sacrifices reveal God as the Creator on whom man depends for his physical life, 
while the second reveal Him as ―the Judge who demands and the Saviour who provides 
atonement for sin.‖
276
 He adds further that the second kind of sacrifice is the foundation 




In the context of the Old Testament sacrificial system, Stott argues that ―the 
notion of substitution is that one person takes the place of another, especially in order to 
bear his pain and to save him from it.‖
278
 He argues that the idea of substitution was 
applied by God Himself to the sacrifices. Abraham sacrificed a ram which God had 
provided ―as a burnt offering instead of his son‖ (Gen 22:13). Moses (presumably under 
divine guidance) instructed that in the case of an unsolved murder, the town elders should 




Stott notes further that the elaborate Old Testament sacrificial system had 
provision for daily, weekly, monthly, annual, and occasional offerings. It includes five 
main types of offerings as detailed in Leviticus, namely the burnt, cereal, peace, sin, and 
guilt offerings. The cereal offering was atypical since it consisted of grain and oil rather 
than flesh and blood. It was usually made in association with one of the others.
280
 The 
remaining four were blood sacrifices and all shared the same basic ritual that involved 








both the worshiper and the priest. The worshiper brought the offering, laid his or her hand 
or hands on it, and killed it. The priest then applied the blood, burned some of the flesh, 
and arranged for the consumption of what was left of it. By laying hands on the animal, 
the person who brought the offering ―was certainly identifying himself [or herself] with 




Stott notes that some scholars see the laying-on of hands as a symbol of the 
transfer of the sins of the worshiper to the animal, as was clearly the case with the 
scapegoat. He adds that having taken the place of the worshiper, the substitute animal 
was killed ―in recognition that the penalty for sin was death, its blood (symbolizing that 
the death has been accomplished) was sprinkled, and the life of the offerer was 
spared.‖
282
 Further, he argues that the clearest statement of the substitutionary 
significance of the blood sacrifices in Old Testament ritual is found in the statement 
where God explains why the eating of blood was prohibited: ―For the life of a creature is 
in the blood, and I have given it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar; it 
is the blood that makes atonement for one‘s life‖ (Lev 17:11, NIV).
283
 
Stott notes that three important affirmations about blood are made in this text. 
First, blood is the symbol of life. We can trace back this understanding at least to the time 
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of Noah when God prohibited the eating of meat which had its ―lifeblood‖ still in it 
(Gen 9:4, 5), a prohibition that was later repeated in the phrase ―the blood is the life‖ 
(Deut 12:23). The emphasis here is not on blood flowing in the veins of the living being, 
but on blood shed, which symbolized a life that is ended, usually by violent means.
284
 
Second, blood makes atonement. Stott notes that ―it is only because ‗the life of a creature 
is in the blood‘ that ‗it is the blood that makes atonement for one‘s life.‘‖
285
 He adds that 
―what makes atonement ‗on the altar‘ is the shedding of substitutionary lifeblood.‖
286
 
Third, blood was given by God for this atoning purpose. God says, ―I have given 
it to you to make atonement for yourselves on the altar.‖ Therefore, ―we are to think of 
the sacrificial system as God-given, not man-made, and of the individual sacrifices not as 
a human device to placate God but as a means of atonement provided by God himself.‖
287
 
Stott then introduces what he calls two crucial texts in the letter to the Hebrews which the 
Old Testament background helps us to understand more clearly. The first is found in 
Heb 9:22 (NIV), where it is stated that ―without the shedding of blood there is no 
forgiveness.‖ The second is in Heb 10:4: ―For it is not possible that the blood of bulls and 
goats could take away sins.‖ In light of the above, Stott writes: 
No forgiveness without blood meant no atonement without substitution. There 
had to be life for life or blood for blood. But the Old Testament blood sacrifices 
were only shadows; the substance was Christ. For a substitute to be effective, it 
must be an appropriate equivalent. Animal sacrifices could not atone for human 
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beings, because a human being is ‗much more valuable . . . than a sheep.‘ . . . 
Only ‗the precious blood of Christ‘ was valuable enough (1 Pet 1:19).
288
 
The two examples of the principle of substitution which Stott discusses are the 
Passover and the concept of ‗sin-bearing.‘
289
 A discussion of the Passover is important 
because the New Testament clearly identifies the death of Christ as the fulfilment of the 
Passover, and the emergence of His redeemed community as the new exodus. In the 
Passover story, Yahweh revealed Himself as the Judge of His people, their Redeemer, 
and their covenant God.
290
 
The message of the symbols of the Passover is clear to those who see the 
fulfillment of the Passover in the sacrifice of Christ, just as it must have been clear to the 
Israelites. First, the Judge and the Savior is the same person. ―It was the God who ‗passed 
through‘ Egypt to judge the firstborn, who ‗passed over‘ Israelite homes to protect 
them.‖
291
 Therefore, we must never characterize the Father as Judge and the Son as 
Savior, since it is the one and same God who through Christ saves us from Himself.
292
  
Second, ―salvation was (and is) by substitution‖ since ―the only firstborn males who were 
spared were those in whose families a firstborn lamb had died instead.‖
293
 Third, ―the 
lamb‘s blood had to be sprinkled after it had been shed,‖ which means that ―there had to 
be an individual appropriation of the divine provision.‖
294
 Fourth, each family thus 










rescued was thereby purchased for God and their whole life now belonged to Him. In the 
same way, the life of the redeemed Christian belongs to God.
295
 
The second major illustration of the principle of substitution that Stott discusses is 
the notion of ―sin-bearing.‖ He notes that we read in the New Testament that Christ 
Himself ―bore our sins in His own body on the tree‖ (1 Pet 2:24) and that He was 
―offered once to bear the sins of many‖ (Heb 9:28). The question that then arises has to 
do with the meaning of what it means to ―bear sin.‖ Must it be understood in terms of 
bearing the penalty of sin or can it be interpreted in other ways?
296
 Further, does it 
necessarily involve the idea of substitution and, if so, what kind of substitution? In Stott‘s 
own words, ―Can it refer only to the innocent, God-provided substitute taking the place of 




Stott notes a number of attempts that have been made over the last 120 years to 
retain the vocabulary of ―substitution‖ while rejecting the idea of ―penal substitution.‖ 
The origin of such attempts has been traced to Abelard‘s protest against Anselm in the 
twelfth century and particularly to the contemptuous rejection of the Reformers‘ doctrine 
in the sixteenth century by Faustus Socinus.
298
 Socinus had argued that the notion that 
guilt can be transferred from one person to another is incompatible with both reason and 
justice.
299
 Stott also notes the more recent contribution of R. C. Moberly in his Atonement 
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and Personality (1901), in which he rejected all forensic interpretations of the cross, 
particularly the idea of retributive judgment, but instead proposed the idea of vicarious 
penitence instead of vicarious penalty.
300
 
Stott asserts that the attempt by the theologians mentioned above to retain the 
language of substitution and sin-bearing while changing its meaning has failed. He argues: 
―It creates more confusion than clarity. It conceals from the unwary that there is a 
fundamental difference between ‗penitent substitution‘ (in which the substitute offers 




Stott‘s main focus is on how the biblical authors understood ―sin-bearing.‖ He 
argues that an examination of the Old Testament reveals that to ―bear sins‖ does not 
mean to sympathize with sinner, nor to identify with their pain, nor to express their 
penitence, nor to be persecuted on account of human sinfulness, nor even to suffer the 
consequences of sin in personal or social terms, but specifically to endure its penal 
consequences or to undergo its penalty.
302
 It is written of those who break God‘s law that 
they will bear their iniquity (Lev 5:17, 19:8; 22:9, 24:15; Num 9:13; 14:34; 18:22), 
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meaning that they will be held responsible for their sins or that they will suffer for their 
sins. Sometimes the penalty is specified, as is the case when the offender is to be ―cut off 
from his people‖ (i.e., excommunicated [Lev 19:8]) or when he is to be put to death for 
blasphemy; Lev 24:15, 16).
303
 
It is in the context of sin-bearing that the possibility of someone else bearing the 
penalty of the sinner‘s wrongdoing is envisaged. Stott cites the instance when Moses told 
the Israelites that their children would have to wander in the desert and suffer for their 
unfaithfulness (Num 14:34). Another instance he cites relates to what the law of Moses 
demanded in the case of a married man who failed to nullify the foolish vow or pledge 
made by his wife: he ―shall bear her guilt‖ (Num 30:15). He notes that in these cases of 




Stott notes that the same phraseology was used when vicarious sin-bearing was 
intended. In that case, the notion of deliberate substitution was introduced with God 
Himself providing the substitute. The sin offering was also referred to in terms of sin-
bearing. It was in reference to the sin offering that Moses said to the sons of Aaron: ―God 
has given it to you to bear the guilt of the congregation, to make atonement for them 
before the LORD‖ (Lev 10:17). He cites the ritual of the annual day of Atonement as 
providing a clearer instance of deliberate substitution.
305
 
                                               





Stott on the Day of Atonement 
He asserts that the public proclamation of the Day of Atonement is that 
―reconciliation was possible only through substitutionary sin-bearing.‖
306
 In his view, 
Jesus was both the high priest (Heb 2:17) and the one symbolized by the two victims (the 
sacrificed goat whose blood was taken into the inner sanctuary [Heb 9:7, 12] and the 
scapegoat which carried away the people‘s sins [Heb 9:28]).
307
 Stott argues further that 
though the sin offering and the scape goat in their different ways had a sin-bearing role, 
the spiritually mature Israelite must have realized that ―an animal cannot be a satisfactory 
substitute for a human being.‖
308
 
He also notes that the famous ―servant songs‖ in the second part of Isaiah depict 
one whose mission would encompass the nations and who, in order to fulfill it, would 
need to suffer, to bear sin, and to die (Isa 42:1-4; cf. Matt 12:17-21; Acts 3:13, 26; 
4:27, 30). He points out that ―it is particularly the fifty-third chapter of Isaiah, describing 
the servant‘s suffering and death, which is applied consistently to Jesus Christ.‖
309 
Isaiah 53 
Stott notes that the New Testament writers quote eight specific verses of the 
chapter as having been fulfilled in Jesus. Verse 1 (―Who has believed our report?‖) is 
applied to Jesus by John (12:38). Matthew sees the statement of v. 4 (―he has borne our 
griefs and carried our sorrows‖) as fulfilled in Jesus‘ healing ministry (8:17). The idea 




309Ibid., 145. In support of this argument, he quotes Jeremias who wrote that ―no other passage 




that we have gone astray like sheep (v. 6), but that we have been healed by his wounds 
(v. 5), is echoed by Peter (1 Pet 2:22-25). Verses 7 and 8, about Jesus being led like a 
sheep to the slaughter and being deprived of justice and of life, were the very verses the 
Ethiopian eunuch was reading in his chariot, subsequent to which Philip shared the 
gospel with him (Acts 8:30-35). The verses thus quoted, vv. 1, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, and 11—
eight out of the chapter‘s twelve—―all quite specifically referred to Jesus.‖
310
 
Stott also notes that careful students of the Gospels have detected numerous 
references by Jesus Himself, sometimes only in a single word, to Isa 53. Instances  





―numbered with the transgressors.‖
313
 He would also be ―buried‖ like a common criminal 
without any preparatory anointing, so that (as Jesus explained) Mary of Bethany gave 
Him an advance anointing for burial.
314
 
Stott asserts that there is good evidence that His public career, from His baptism 
through His ministry, sufferings, and death, to His resurrection and ascension, is seen as a 
fulfillment of the pattern foretold in Isa 53.
315
 He regards Isa 53 as foundational to the 
New Testament understanding of Jesus. He also notes the two most important sayings of 
Jesus which focus on the sin-bearing nature of His death. The first is found in Mark 10:45:  
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―For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve and to give His life a 
ransom for many.‖ 
Stott argues that in the text quoted above, Jesus unites the divergent ―Son of man‖ 
and ―Servant‖ prophecies. In his words, ―the Son of Man [Jesus] would ‗come with the 
clouds of heaven‘ and all people would ‗serve him‘ (Dan 7:13-14), whereas the Servant 
would not be served but serve, and complete his service by suffering, especially by laying 
down his life as ransom instead of many.‖
316
 It was only by serving that He would be 
served and only by suffering that He would enter into His glory.
317
 
The second saying occurred in relation to the institution of the Lord‘s Supper, 
when Jesus declared that His blood would be ―poured out for many.‖
318
 Both texts say 
that He would either give His life or pour out his blood ―for many,‖ which echoes 
Isa 53:12 (―He bore the sin of many‖).
319
 In light of the above arguments, Stott asserts: 
―It seems definite beyond doubt, then, that Jesus applied Isaiah 53 to himself and that he 
understood his death in the light of it as a sin-bearing death. As God‘s ‗righteous servant‘ 
he would be able to ‗justify many‘, because he was going to ‗bear the sin of many‘. This 
is the thrust of the whole chapter.‖
320
 Stott therefore argues that to say that Christ ―died 
for us‖ really means that he died in our stead.
321
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In Stott‘s view, the fact that many are offended by the concept of imputation is 
due to a misunderstanding. He argues that what was transferred to Christ ―was not moral 
qualities but legal consequences: he voluntarily accepted the liability for our sins. That is 
what the expressions ‗made sin‘ and ‗made a curse‘ mean.‖
322
 He adds that similarly 
―‗the righteousness of God,‘ which we become when we are ‗in Christ,‘ is not here 
righteousness of character and conduct (although that grows within us by the working of 
the Holy Spirit), but rather a righteous standing before God.‖
323
 
Stott concludes that a review of the Old Testament material (relating to the 
shedding and sprinkling of blood, the sin offering, the meaning of ‗sin-bearing,‘ the 
scapegoat, and Isa 53) in light of its New Testament application to the death of Christ 
leads us to conclude that ―the cross was a substitutionary sacrifice.‖
324
 He adds that 
Christ died for us and also died instead of us, without sin, in substitution for our sins.
325
 
In his commentary on Gal 3:13, 14, in connection with salvation by faith in contrast to 
salvation by works of the law, he writes thus on the substitutionary death of Jesus: 
Jesus Christ has done for us on the cross what we could not do for ourselves. The 
only way to escape the curse is not by our work, but by His. He has redeemed us, 
set us free from the awful condition of bondage to which the curse of the law had 
brought us. . . . The ‗curse of the law‘ from which Christ redeemed us must be the 
curse resting upon us for our disobedience. . . . And he redeemed us from it by 
‗becoming a curse‘ Himself. The curse was transferred from us to Him. He took it 
voluntarily upon Himself, in order to deliver us from it. It is this ‗becoming a 
curse for us‘ which explains the awful cry of dereliction, of God-forsakenness, 
which He uttered from the cross.
326
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The ―cry of dereliction‖ refers to the ―divine rejection‖ of Jesus at the moment He was 
bearing the consequences of the sins of the world.
327
 In dying on the cross, He came 
under the ―divine curse.‖
328
 
The Identity of the Substitute 
Though the Scripture asserts that ―while we were still sinners, Christ died for us‖ 
(Rom 5:8), we need to know who He really is and how we are to conceive of Him. If He 
was just a human being, how then could He stand for other human beings? If He was 
simply God who seemed to be a man, how could He then represent humankind and how 
could He have died?
329
 Stott identifies our substitute as follows: 
Our substitute, then, who took our place and died our death on the cross, was 
neither Christ alone (since that would make him a third party thrust in between 
God and us), nor God alone (since that would undermine the historical 
incarnation), but God in Christ, who was truly and fully both God and man, and 
who on that account was uniquely qualified to represent both God and man and to 
mediate between them. If we speak only of Christ suffering and dying, we 
overlook the initiative of the Father. If we speak only of God suffering and dying, 
we overlook the mediation of the Son. The New Testament authors never attribute 
the atonement either to Christ in such a way as to disassociate him from the 
Father, or to God in such a way as to dispense with Christ, but rather to God and 




Stott notes that the possibility of substitution rests on the identity of the  
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 For him, ―the validity of his work depends on the divinity of his person.‖
332
 
The names Jesus was given at His birth, Jesus (―God saves‖) and Emmanuel (―God with 
us‖), reflect His divinity. The Savior who had been born was not just ―the Christ of the 
Lord, the Lord‘s anointed,‖ but actually ―Christ the Lord,‖ who is both Messiah and 
Lord.
333
 Jesus is the eternal Son who became flesh in the incarnation in order to effect our 
atonement.
334
 He argues further that ―it is impossible to hold the historic doctrine of the 
cross without holding the historic doctrine of Jesus Christ as the one and only God—man 
and mediator. . . . Only God in Christ, God the Father‘s own and only Son made man, 
could take our place.‖
335
 He argues that ―the person and work of Christ belong together‖ 
since ―if he was not who the apostles say he was, then he could not have done what they 
say he did.‖
336
 For him, ―the incarnation is indispensable to the atonement.‖
337
 
Stott elsewhere associates a third element which qualifies Jesus to be our 
redeemer, apart from His divinity and humanity, namely His righteous life. He writes: 
Throughout his life He submitted to all the requirements of the law. He succeeded 
where all others before and since have failed: He perfectly fulfilled the 
righteousness of the law. So the divinity of Christ, the humanity of Christ and the 
righteousness of Christ uniquely qualified Him to be man‘s redeemer. If He had 
not been a righteous man, He could not have redeemed unrighteous men. And if 
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He had not been God‘s Son, He could not have redeemed men for God or made 
them the sons of God.
338
 
Though it is true that Jesus received the punishment that was due us because of 
our sins (Isa 53:6; 1 John 4:9-10; Rom 8:32; 2 Cor 5:21), yet we have no scriptural 
warrant to conclude ―God compelled Jesus to do what he was unwilling to do himself, or 
that Jesus was an unwilling victim of God‘s harsh justice.‖
339
 Stott argues further that 
―Jesus Christ did indeed bear the penalty of our sins, but God was active in and through 
Christ doing it, and Christ was freely playing his part.‖
340
 Both Christ and the Father 
were active together in our salvation. Therefore, ―we must never make Christ the object 
of God‘s punishment or God the object of Christ‘s persuasion‖
341
 since both took the 
initiative together to save us. 
Stott adds that the ―Father did not lay on the Son an ordeal he was reluctant to 
bear, nor did the Son extract from the Father a salvation he was reluctant to bestow.‖
342
 
He argues that the conviction that the Father and the Son cannot be separated, especially 
in relation to atonement, comes to its fullest expression is some of Paul‘s great statements 
about reconciliation (2 Cor 5:17-19).
343
 It was only because of who Jesus was (that is, the 
fullness of God dwelled in Him) that He was able to do what He did for our salvation 
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(2 Cor 5:17, 18; Col 1:19-20; 2:9).
344
 
Achievement of the Cross and the Scope of Atonement 
In this section, I will examine the achievement of the cross in terms of the images 
of atonement which Stott employs to present his understanding of the atonement. Next, 




Stott notes that the salvation offered by Christ to us is presented by the vivid 
imagery of such terms as ―propitiation,‖ ―redemption,‖ ―justification,‖ ―reconciliation,‖ 
―revelation of God,‖ and ―the conquest of evil.‖ The underlying idea that the images 
reveal ―is the truth that God in Christ has borne our sin and died our death to set us free 
from sin and death.‖
346
 However, he insists that we must be careful not to infer that to 
understand the images is to fully exhaust the meaning of atonement since ―beyond the 
images . . . lies the mystery of the atonement, the deep wonders of which . . . we shall be 
exploring throughout eternity.‖
347
 He also argues that ‗substitution‘ is not another 
‗theory‘ or ‗image‘ of atonement among the others but is, in fact, the foundation of all of 
them. In his words, ―if God in Christ did not die in our place, there could be neither 
propitiation, nor redemption, nor justification, nor reconciliation.‖
348
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Stott states that to ―propitiate‖ somebody means to appease or pacify his/her anger.  
While he rejects what he calls ―crude concepts of anger, sacrifice and propitiation‖ which 
sees Jesus as a third party who propitiated the Father‘s anger by His death, nevertheless, 
Stott argues that ―wrath‖ and ―propitiation‖ (the placating of wrath) go together.
349
 He 
argues that what has necessitated propitiation is the fact that sin arouses divine wrath. 
However, God‘s wrath (anger) is neither mysterious nor arbitrary. It is always provoked 
by evil and evil alone. It is ―his steady, unrelenting, unremitting, uncompromising 
antagonism to evil in all its forms and manifestations.
350
 
In a pagan context, it is always humans who seek to ward off divine anger either 
by the strict performance of rituals, or the recanting of magic formulae, or by offering 
sacrifices (vegetable, animal, or even human). However, the gospel asserts that nothing 
humans do, offer, or say can compensate for our sins or avert God‘s anger. We cannot 
bribe God to forgive us since we deserve nothing from Him but judgment, and neither is 
it the case that Christ by His sacrifice prevailed upon God to pardon us. The initiative has 
been taken by God Himself out of His sheer mercy and grace.
351
 In fact in the OT, 
sacrifices were recognized as divine gifts ―provided by a gracious God in order that he 
might act graciously towards his sinful people‖ (Lev 17:11).
352
 
The truth of the point made above is clearly acknowledged in the New Testament 
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especially in the main texts about propitiation (Rom 3:25; 1 John 4:10). Biblically, 
therefore, ―God‘s love is the source, not the consequence, of the atonement.‖
353
 Granted, 
it is God‘s wrath which needed to be propitiated, but it is the love of God which did the 
propitiating. What the propitiation changed was God‘s dealings with us.
354
 The 
propitiatory sacrifice was not a thing or an animal but God Himself in the person of His 
son.
355
 Stott notes further that ―it is God himself who in holy wrath needs to be 
propitiated, God himself who in holy love undertook to do the propitiating, and God 
himself who in the person of his Son died for the propitiation of our sins.‖
356
 Stott was 
careful to state that his argument in favor of divine propitiation does not deny the biblical 




Stott states that the basic meaning of ―redeem‖ is to ―buy‖ or ―buy back,‖ whether 
as a purchase or ransom. Its emphasis is on our sorry state in sin which made an act of 
divine rescue necessary. While ―propitiation‖ focuses on the wrath of God which the 
cross placated, ―redemption‖ focuses on our plight as sinners from which we were 
ransomed by the cross.
358
 He notes further that the Greek words lytroō (which is usually  
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translated ―redeem‖) and apolytrōsis (―redemption‖) are derived from lytron (―a ransom‖ 
or ―price of release‖) which was almost a technical word for the purchase or 
manumission of a slave.
359
 In that sense, he asserts, we have been ransomed by Christ by 
the payment of a price, that is, ―the atoning death of God‘s Son.‖
360
 
The plight from which we cannot extricate ourselves but from which Jesus has 
―redeemed‖ us is a moral bondage which is variously described as ―transgressions‖ or 
―sins‖ or ―the curse of the law‖ (the divine judgment which it pronounces on law-
breakers).
361
 Redemption will be complete when Jesus finally frees us from all the 
ravages of the fall when we shall be made perfect. This is yet in the future.
362
 Though the 
New Testament never really stresses to whom the ransom was paid, it is unequivocal 
about the price: It was Christ Himself. In order to accomplish atonement, and beyond the 
cost of the incarnation (Gal 4:4-5), He had to give Himself or His life (Mark 10:45; 
Gal 3:13; 1 Tim 2:6; Titus 2:14).
363
 
Christ was both the victim as well as the priest in the work of redeeming human 
beings (1 Pet 1:18-19). Stott quotes Heb 9:12 to emphasize these dual roles and to point 
out that ―he entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own blood.‖
364
 Contrary to 
the notion of some (led by B. F. Westcott in his Commentary on the Epistle of John)
365
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that the blood of Christ symbolizes not His death but His life, Stott argues that the blood 





The next theological word picture that Stott considers is justification. It is a legal 
or forensic term which belongs to the law courts. Its opposite is condemnation and both 
are the pronouncements of a judge.
367
 Justification takes place in an instant,
368
 whereas 
sanctification describes the process by which justified Christians are changed into the 
likeness of Christ.
369
 Contrary to the view of those who argue that justification is simply 
free forgiveness,
370
 Stott asserts that while the two concepts are definitely complementary, 
they are not identical. In his words, ―Forgiveness remits our debts and cancels our 
liability to punishment; justification bestows on us a righteous standing before God.‖
371
 
Like many evangelicals, Stott believed in the ―total depravity‖ of humanity, 
which he defines as the position that asserts that ―every part of our humanness has been 
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twisted by the Fall.‖
372
 This, he argues, is the reason why he insists on ―the need both for 
a radical salvation and for non-contributory grace.‖
373
 He denies synergism
374
 between 
God‘s saving grace and the human will, citing passages such as Eph 2:8-9; Gal 2:16; and 
Titus 3:5. He wrote: ―There is no cooperation here between God and us, only a choice 
between two mutually exclusive ways, his and ours.‖
375
 
With regard to the means of our salvation, he writes that ―justification is by grace 
alone, in Christ alone, through faith alone.‖
376
 While, for Stott, the scope of salvation 
includes all who have faith in Christ, he makes it clear that there is nothing meritorious 
about faith. In his view, ―salvation is not a cooperative enterprise between God and us, in 
which he contributes the cross and we contribute faith. No, grace is non-contributory, and 
faith is the opposite of self-regarding.‖
377
 Further, ―the value of faith is not to be found in 
itself, but entirely and exclusively in its object, namely Jesus Christ and him crucified.‖
378
 
Stott writes that Christianity is the good news that ―God‘s grace has turned away 
his wrath, that God‘s Son has died our death and borne our judgment, that God has mercy 
on the undeserving, and that there is nothing left for us to do, or even contribute. Faith‘s 
only function is to receive what grace offers.‖
379
 He adds further, ―The antithesis between 
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grace and law, mercy and merit, faith and works, God‘s salvation and self-salvation, is 
absolute. No compromising mishmash is possible. We are obliged to choose.‖
380
 From 
the foregoing, it is very clear that Stott denies synergism between God‘s grace and the 
human response of faith. Clearly, his position is Calvinist. 
Stott argues that we cannot equate salvation with justification since salvation is 
the comprehensive word which has many facets of which justification is just one. 
Regeneration is not an aspect of justification, but both are aspects of salvation. Neither 
can take place without the other. In his words, the ―justifying work of the Son and the 
regenerating work of the Spirit cannot be separated.‖
381
 He argues that the source of 
justification is God‘s unmerited grace (Rom 3:24) since self-justification is impossible. 
The ground of our justification is the blood of Jesus Christ (Rom 5:9).
382
 He denies that 
justification and forgiveness are synonymous. He writes, ―Pardon is negative, the 
remission of a penalty or debt; justification is positive, the bestowal of a righteous status, 
the sinner‘s reinstatement in the favour and fellowship of God.‖
383
 
Justification is not a general amnesty declared by God for all sinners. It is, rather, 
an act of ―gracious justice.‖
384
 Stott explains justification as follows: ―When God justifies 
sinners, he is not declaring bad people to be good, or saying that they are not sinners after 
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all; he is pronouncing them legally righteous, free from any liability to the broken law, 
because he himself in his Son has borne the penalty of their law-breaking.‖
385
 He insists 
that there can be no justification without atonement. For Stott, the means of our 
justification is faith, but faith‘s only function is to receive what God‘s grace has freely 
offered. He explains: ―God‘s grace is the source and Christ‘s blood the ground of our 
justification; faith is only the means by which we are united to Christ.‖
386
 
Consistent with his understanding of divine predestination, God‘s eternal decree 
and the effective call of the believer (as will be shown below in the discussion of the 
scope of atonement), Stott argues that justification cannot be lost. He writes: 
Justified believers enjoy a blessing far greater than a periodic approach to God or 
an occasional audience with the king. We are privileged to live in the temple and 
in the palace. . . . Our relationship with God, into which justification has brought 
us, is not sporadic but continuous, not precarious but secure. We do not fall in 
and out of grace like courtiers who may find themselves in and out of favour with 
their sovereign, or politicians with the public. No, we stand in it, for that is the 
nature of grace. Nothing can separate us from God‘s love [Emphasis added].
387
 
However, faith is not just the means, but is the only means for human beings to be 
justified. He explains this emphasis on faith by arguing that ―unless all human works, 
merits, co-operation and contributions are ruthlessly excluded, and Christ‘s sin-bearing 
death is seen in its solitary glory as the only ground of our justification, boasting cannot 
be excluded.‖
388
 Our justification ―in Christ‖ (Gal 2:17; cf. Rom 8:1,2; 2 Cor 5:21) points 
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to the personal relationship that we enjoy with Him in His covenant community which is 
zealous for good works (Titus 2:14).
389
 This community is an eschatological community 
of hope which brings into the present the verdict of the last judgment since Jesus died, 




Reconciliation presupposes an original relationship which had been broken but 
has now been recovered by Christ. It is a theological term which refers to the event 
through which God and human beings, previously estranged from one another, are made 
―at one‖ again. Whereas justification refers to our legal standing before our Judge in 
court, reconciliation has to do with ―our personal relationship with our Father in the 
home.‖
391
 Reconciliation follows and is the result of justification. ―It is only when we 
have been justified by faith that we have peace with God.‖
392
 Having been reconciled to 
God, we have peace with Him, are adopted into His family and have access into His 
presence. But reconciliation is not just on the vertical dimension (our relationship with 
God); it also has a horizontal dimension since ―God has reconciled us to one another in 
his new community, as well as to himself.‖
393
 
Stott then proceeds to discuss how the reconciliation has taken place and the 
respective roles played by God, Christ, and ourselves. He centers his discussion here on  
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2 Cor 5:18-21. The first truth he identifies is that God is the author of the reconciliation. 
He is the one who is reconciling, giving, appealing, making Christ to be sin for us. 
Therefore, he argues, ―no explanation of the atonement is biblical which takes the 
initiative from God, and gives it instead to us or to Christ. The initiative is certainly not 
ours. We have nothing to offer, to contribute, to plead.‖
394
 Thus, reconciliation is wholly 
the work of God. In his view, it is a mistake to think that the obstacle between God and 
us which necessitated the work of reconciliation was wholly on the human side so that we 
needed to be reconciled but God did not. The ―enmity‖ was on both sides. He states that 
―the . . . barrier between God and us was constituted both by our rebellion against him 
and by his wrath upon us on account of our rebellion.‖
395
 
The second truth is that Christ is the agent of reconciliation (2 Cor 5:18, 19).
396
 
The passage shows that God took the initiative to reconcile and He achieved it through 
Christ, not as His agent at a distance but that God was actually present in Christ as He did 
the work. He noted that the past tenses used in the passage above in 2 Corinthians show 
that reconciliation was not only set in motion, but was actually finished at the cross. God 
refused to reckon our sins to us but instead reckoned them to Christ, whose personal 
sinlessness uniquely qualified Him to bear our sins in our place. Our sins were imputed to 
the sinless Savior so that by being united to Him we ―might receive as a free gift a 
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standing of righteousness before God.‖
397
 
The mystery of atonement, for Stott, is how God could have been in Christ when 
He made Him to be sin. Nevertheless, he argues that we must hold both affirmations 
strongly and never expound one to contradict the other.
398
 The third truth is that if God is 
the author and Christ is the agent, human beings are the ambassadors of the reconciliation. 
Though God finished the work of reconciliation at the cross, it is still necessary for 
sinners to repent and believe in order to be reconciled to God.
399
 
The Revelation of God 
The cross is the supreme revelation of both Christ and His Father. Although the 
glory of Jesus was also glimpsed at His transfiguration, its full manifestation will be at 
the consummation of the kingdom of God.
400
 The cross radiates ―that same combination 
of divine qualities which God revealed to Moses as mercy and justice, and which we have 
seen in the Word made flesh as ‗grace and truth.‘‖
401
 The cross is also a vindication of 
God‘s justice. In view of the seeming injustice of God‘s providence, the Bible responds 
by looking on to the final judgment, and (from the perspective of the New Testament 
believers) by looking back to the decisive judgment which took place at the cross.
402
 
Stott argues that ―the reason for God‘s previous inaction in the face of sin was not 
moral indifference but personal forbearance until Christ should come and deal with it on 
                                               











 Commenting on Rom 3:21-26, Stott argues that ―because of his past 
appearance of injustice in not punishing sins, he has given a present and visible proof of 
justice in bearing the punishment himself in Christ.‖
404
 Therefore, God cannot be accused 
of moral indifference or injustice. ―The cross demonstrates with equal vividness both his 
justice in judging sin and his mercy in justifying the sinner.‖
405
 Through the achievement 
of the cross, God ―is able to bestow a righteous status on the unrighteous, without 
compromising his own righteousness.‖
406
 By dying as our Substitute, Jesus not only won 
for us propitiation, redemption, justification, and reconciliation, but thereby demonstrated 
also His own justice. 
In Stott‘s view, the cross is not just a revelation of God‘s justice; it is also a 
revelation of His love. It is in light of this revelation through which the evil, injustice, 
death, and sufferings in the world should be viewed.
407
 It is only through the cross that 
we know that true love is. He argues, ―Only one act of pure love, unsullied by any taint of 
ulterior motive, has ever been performed in the history of the world, namely the self-
giving of God in Christ on the cross for undeserving sinners.‖
408
 Calvary is the definition 
of pure and unmerited love.
409
 God reveals His love for us in three ways. He gave His 
Son for us, that is, He gave Himself in the person of His Son, and not a third party.  







409Ibid., 212, 213. 
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Second, he gave His Son to die for us and the Son, in His holy love, inflicted the penalty 
of sin by bearing it. Third, God gave His Son to die for undeserving sinners like us.
410
 
Stott argues that an evidence that the cross remains a demonstration of God‘s love 
is the fact that several theologians in different periods of church history have tried to find 
the meaning of atonement in that fact,
411
 and have therefore proposed the ―moral 
influence‖ theories of atonement.
412
 But he also argues that ―the cross can be seen as a 
proof of God‘s love only when it is at the same time seen as a proof of his justice.‖
413
 
The Conquest of Evil 
Stott agrees with the view of Gustav Aulén who ―sees the atonement as a cosmic 
drama in which God in Christ does battle with the powers of evil and gains the victory 
over them.‖
414
 He argues that by His death, ―Jesus saved us not only from sin and guilt, 
but from death and the devil, in fact all evil powers, as well.‖
415
 He discusses Christ‘s 
victory over the devil in six stages. Stage one is the conquest predicted as recorded in 
Gen 3:15, where God said: ―And I will put enmity between you and the woman, And 
between your seed and her Seed; He shall bruise your head, And you shall bruise His 
heel.‖ Stott identifies the woman‘s seed as ―the Messiah, through whom God‘s rule of 
righteousness will be established and the rule of evil eradicated.‖
416
 The Old Testament 
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texts which declare either God‘s present rule or His future rule over the nations through 
the Messiah may be understood as predictions of the ultimate crushing of Satan.
417
 
The second stage was the conquest begun in the ministry of Jesus. Since he knew 
Him as his future conqueror, ―Satan made many different attempts to get rid of him, for 
example, through the wilderness temptations to avoid the way of the cross . . . through the 
crowds, resolve to force him into a politico-military kingship, through Peter‘s 
contradiction of the necessity of the cross . . . , and through the betrayal of Judas whom 
Satan actually ‗entered.‘‖
418
 However, Jesus was determined to fulfill the scriptural 
predictions about Him. Stott writes, ―We see his kingdom advancing and Satan‘s 
retreating before it, as demons are dismissed, sicknesses are healed and disordered nature 
itself acknowledges its Lord.‖
419
 
The third stage occurred on the cross. Stott argues that Jesus referred to the devil 
as the ―prince of this world‖ who would launch his last offensive against Him, but would 
be ―driven out‖ and ―condemned‖ (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11).
420
 He states that Jesus was 
clearly anticipating that at the time of His death the final contest would take place, in 
which the evil powers would be routed and the devil‘s captives set free.
421
 After quoting 
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 Stott notes that Paul brings together (in the last scriptural reference) ―two 
different aspects of the saving work of Christ‘s cross, namely the forgiveness of our sins 
and the cosmic overthrow of the principalities and powers.‖
423
 He argues, ―By his 
obedience, his love and his meekness he won a great moral victory over the powers of 
evil. He remained free, uncontaminated, uncompromised. The devil could gain no hold 
on him, and had to concede defeat.‖
424 
The fourth stage was the resurrection in which the conquest was confirmed and 
announced. Whereas the cross was the victory won, the resurrection was the victory 
endorsed, proclaimed, and demonstrated. Stott writes, ―The evil principalities and powers, 
which had been deprived of their weapons and their dignity at the cross, were now in 
consequence put under his feet and made subject to him.‖
425
 The fifth stage is the 
extension of the conquest through the preaching of the gospel to people in order to call 
them to repent and believe in Christ. He argues that ―every Christian conversion involves 
a power encounter in which the devil is obliged to relax his hold on somebody‘s life and 
the superior power of Christ is demonstrated.‖
426
 The sixth stage is the conquest 
consummated at the Parousia, that is, at the second coming of Christ. Although Christ is 
already reigning, ―he is also waiting until his enemies become a footstool for his feet‖ at 
                                               
422―Having forgiven you all trespasses, having wiped out the handwriting of requirements that was 
against us, which was contrary to us. And He has taken it out of the way, having nailed it to the cross. 
Having disarmed principalities and powers, He made a public spectacle of them, triumphing over them in 
it.‖ 






the time when ―every knee will bow to him and every tongue confess him Lord.‖
427
 
Stott regards the book of Revelation as one that bears perhaps the strongest 
message about Christ‘s victory over evil than all other biblical books. In Revelation, ―the 
conflict between the church and the world is seen to be but an expression on the public 
stage of the invisible contest between Christ and Satan.‖
428
 In the context of his 
discussion of Rev 12, he notes that though the devil has been defeated and dethroned, 
enraged by the knowledge of approaching doom, he has continued with his evil activities 
with renewed energy. Though victory over him has been won, nevertheless, painful 
conflict with him continues.
429
 However, the message of the book of Revelation is that 
Christ has vanquished Satan and will in the future destroy him completely. In light of 
―these certainties,‖ we must continue to confront the devil‘s continuing malicious 
activities in the physical, intellectual, and moral realms of life by relying on the 
achievement of Christ on the cross. 
Stott summarizes his discussion of the images of atonement thus: 
So substitution is not a ―theory of the atonement.‖ Nor is it even an additional 
image to take its place as an option alongside the others. It is rather the essence of 
each image and the heart of the atonement itself. . . . I am not of course saying 
that it is necessary to understand, let alone articulate, a substitutionary atonement 
before one can be saved. Yet the responsibility of Christian teachers, preachers 
and other witnesses is to seek grace to expound it with clarity and conviction. For 
the better people understand the glory of the divine substitution, the easier it will 
be for them to trust in the Substitute.
430
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The cross and the resurrection 
Stott argues that, although it is true that the death and resurrection of Jesus belong 
together in the New Testament and that one is seldom mentioned without the other,
431
 
nevertheless, we must not ascribe saving efficacy to both equally. One very crucial 
reason Stott cites for insisting on this distinction is that it was by Christ‘s death and not 
by His resurrection that human sins were dealt with (Heb 2:14).
432
 While the resurrection 
was essential to confirm the efficacy of His death, Stott insists that Christ‘s sin-bearing 




He asserts that what the resurrection did was to vindicate the Jesus who the people 
had rejected, declare with power that He is the Son of God, and publicly confirm that His 
sin-bearing sacrificial death had been effective for the forgiveness of sins.
434
 Due to the 
resurrection, ―it is a living Christ who bestows on us the salvation he has won for us on 
the cross, who enables us by his Spirit not only to share in the merit of his death but also 
to live in the power of his resurrection.‖
435
 For Stott, the atonement includes both the 
death and resurrection of Jesus, ―since nothing would have been accomplished by his 
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Ibid., 237. Some Bible texts he refers to include John 10:17-18; Acts 2:23-24; 1 Cor 15:1-8; and 
Rev 1:18. In fact, Stott is careful to note that we must never separate the crucifixion from the incarnation 
and the resurrection of Jesus, arguing that ―his death would have no efficacy if it had not been preceded by 
his unique birth and followed by his unique resurrection.‖ He adds that ―only the God-man could die for 
our sins, and only the resurrection could validate his death‖ as confirmed by Paul in 1 Tim 2:5-6. He notes 
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The three are linked together inextricably.‖ Evangelical Truth, 69. 






death if he had not been raised from it.‖
436
 It was at the cross that our deliverance over sin 
and death was accomplished, but the resurrection is the assurance to us that Jesus did 
deliver us from sin and death.
437
 
Scope of Atonement 
The scope of atonement is an issue which lies at the heart of a systematic 
exposition of the gospel, and is ―not merely a fascinating side show on the eschatological 
fringes of theological concern.‖
438
 It potentially involves a discussion of such doctrines as 
Christology, atonement (both its necessity and its means), justification by faith, natural 
theology, the nature of biblical authority, human freedom in relation to divine sovereignty, 
and the doctrine of God itself.
439
 To some extent, this seems to be the case in John Stott‘s 
presentation of the scope of atonement. His view of the extent of the atonement is closely 
related to his understanding of Christology, justification by faith, divine foreknowledge 
and predestination, election, and God‘s eternal decrees which, Calvinists argue, guarantee 
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effective without the others, it is the death that is central.‖ He adds that ―the birth looks forward to it and 
prepares for it, while the resurrection looks back to it and validates it.‖ Evangelical Truth, 69. 
438Trevor Hart, ―Universalism: Two Distinct Types,‖ in Universalism and the Doctrine of Hell, ed. 
Nigel M. de S. Cameron (Carlisle, England: Paternoster, 1992), 1-2. See also G. Michael Thomas, The 
Extent of the Atonement: A Dilemma for Reformed Theology from Calvin to the Consensus (1536-1675) 
(Carlisle: Paternoster, 1997). The question of the scope of the atonement is not only an issue between 
Arminians and Calvinists, it is also an issue among Calvinists as is shown by the differing positions on the 
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439Thomas has also noted that ―it is important to see the extent of the atonement not as an isolated 




the ―absolute security‖ or the ―perseverance of the saints.‖ 
While on the one hand Stott argues that ―God‘s gospel is for everybody, without 
exception and without distinction,‖
440
 he at the same time upholds the ideas of the 
absolute security of Christians that arises from God‘s foreknowledge, predestination, 
election, and effective call. The latter position is usually identified with Calvinism. While 
he generally presents his position in a manner that may lead one to conclude that he 
espouses an unlimited atonement, which is usually identified with Arminianism, a closer 
examination of his writings reveals a solid commitment to the critical tenets of Calvinism 
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In a section titled ―The scope of the gospel is all the nations,‖ Stott writes that 
Paul defines the scope of the gospel as encompassing ―all the gentiles.‖ Quoting 
Rom 1:16, where Paul describes the gospel as the ―power of God for the salvation of 
everyone who believes, first for the Jew, then for the Gentile,‖ Stott notes that what Paul 
is affirming is that the ―the gospel is for everyone; its scope is universal.‖
442
 In his 
commentary on Rom 3:22, he writes that the righteousness from God ―comes through 
faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe‖ and ―it is offered to all because it is needed by 
all.‖
443
 There is no distinction between Jews and Gentiles or between any other human 
groupings, ―for all have sinned . . . and fall short . . . of the glory of God.‖
444
 
Stott justifies his argument that all have sinned in and through Adam by the use of 
the concept of ―biblical solidarity.‖ He argues that ―all sinned in and through Adam and 
therefore all died.‖
445
 He presents three arguments in this respect. The first argument he 
gives is that ―all died because all sinned in and through Adam, the representative or 
                                               
Place for Sovereignty: What‘s Wrong with Freewill Theism (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1996); and 
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(Grand Rapids, MI: Asbury, 1985); G. L. Curtiss, Arminianism in History (Cincinnati, OH: Cranston and 
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442Stott, Romans, 51. 
443Ibid., 109. See also his Evangelical Essentials, 328, where he writes: ―We have to remember too 
that God does not want anybody to perish but wants everybody to be saved (2 Peter 3:9; 1 Timothy 2:4) 
[emphasis his].‖ 




federal head of the human race.‖
446
 In the second argument, he refers to Rom 5:15-19 and 
argues that universal death is attributed by Paul to ―a single, solitary sin.‖
447
 In the third 
argument, he argues that just as we are condemned on account of what Adam did, so we 
are justified on account of what Christ did.
448
 In his view, these three arguments seem to 
decisively support the view that ―all sinned in and through Adam.‖
449
 
In his comment on Rom 5:18-21, Stott points out that the structure employed by 
Paul of ―just as . . . so also‖ points to the similarity between Adam and Christ, namely 
that the one act of one man determined the destiny of many.
450
 Furthermore, he wrote that 
―just as the result of one trespass was condemnation for all men, so also the result of one 
act of righteousness was justification that brings life for all men.‖
451
 With regard to v. 19, 
he notes that ―the expressions ‗made sinners‘ and ‗made righteous‘ cannot mean that 
these people actually became morally good or evil, but rather that they were ‗constituted‘ 
legally righteous or unrighteous in God‘s sight.‖
452
 Stott also argues that not only have all 
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165 
Though Stott argues that the scope of atonement ―will be extremely extensive,‖  
nevertheless he argues that the ―all men‖ of Rom 5:18 who are affected by the work of 
Christ cannot refer to absolutely everybody for a number of reasons.
454
 First, the two 
communities of people who are related to Adam and Christ are related to them in 
different ways. He argues: ―We are ‗in Adam‘ by birth, but ‗in Christ‘ only by new birth 
and by faith. . . . The ‗all‘ who in Christ are made alive are identified as ‗those who 
belong to him.‘‖
455
 Second, this is made clear in Rom 5:17, where those who ―reign in 
life‖ through Christ are not everybody but those who receive God‘s abundant grace.
456
 
Third, since Paul emphasizes throughout Romans that justification is ―by faith‖ (for 
example, 1:16ff; 3:21ff; 4:1ff), it is evident that not all people are justified without regard 
to whether they believe or not.
457
 Fourth, Romans also contains solemn warnings that on 
the last day God‘s wrath will be poured out (Rom 2:5, 8), and that those who continue in 
their sinful self-seeking will perish (2:12).
458
 
In light of all these arguments, Stott finds it difficult, if not impossible, to 
interpret Paul‘s ―all‖ as ―everybody without exception‖ and to espouse universal 
salvation.
459
 Stott adds that in spite of the foregoing, Rom 5:12-21 ―gives us solid 
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grounds for confidence that a very large number will be saved and that the scope of 
Christ‘s redeeming work, although not universal, will be extremely extensive.‖
460
 Citing 
Calvin, he argues that the grace of Christ ―belongs to a greater number than the 
condemnation contracted by the first man‖ and that if Adam‘s fall produced the ruin of 
many, ―the grace of God is much more efficacious in benefitting many, since it is granted 
that Christ is much more powerful than Adam was to destroy.‖
461
 The redeemed will 




It is in Stott‘s discussion of ―the absolute security‖ of Christians in relation to 
God‘s foreknowledge, predestination, election, and effective call that his Calvinistic 
theological orientation is most clearly depicted. In his comments on Rom 8:1-39, Stott 
notes that the overarching theme of Paul in the chapter is ―the absolute security of the 
children of God.‖
463
 Commenting on Rom 8:28-39 in the subsection titled ―The 
steadfastness of God‘s love,‖ he wrote concerning Paul that ―his great Spirit-directed 
mind now sweeps over the whole plan and purpose of God from a past eternity to an 
eternity still to come, from the divine foreknowledge and predestination to the divine love 
                                               
universalism, Arminian universalism, and strong universalism. See also both Thomas Talbott, ―Towards a 
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461John Calvin, Commentaries on the Epistle of Paul the Apostle to the Romans (Grand Rapids, 
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from which absolutely nothing will ever be able to separate us.‖
464
 In spite of the 
sufferings and groans that we experience now, we have ―a hope that is solidly grounded 
on the unwavering love of God.‖
465
 Further, he argues that the burden of Paul‘s climax in 
the passage under discussion is ―the eternal security of God‘s people, on account of the 




In his discussion of ―the five unshakeable convictions‖ (which Paul expressed in 
his discussion of Rom 8:28-39), Stott notes that Paul lists five truths about God‘s 
providence (v. 28). First, God is at work in our lives ―ceaselessly, energetically and 
purposefully.‖
467
 Second, God is at work for the ultimate good of His people, namely 
their final salvation (vv. 29-30). Third, God works for our good in all things. ―Nothing is 
beyond the overruling, overriding scope of his providence.‖
468
 Fourth, God works in all 
things for the good of those who love Him. The completed salvation that is promised in 
the above Bible passage is for those people who love Him.
469
 Fifth, ―those who love God 
are also described as those who have been called according to his purpose.‖
470
 He argues 
that their love for Him is a sign and token of His prior love for them which has found 
expression in His eternal purpose and His historical call. In his words, ―God has a saving 














In his comments on Rom 8:29-30, Stott states that Paul depicts God‘s good and 
saving purpose through five stages from its beginning in His mind to its consummation in 
the coming glory. The stages are foreknowledge, predestination, calling, justification, and 
glorification.
472
 With regard to foreknowledge, Stott rejects the Arminian argument that 
God foresees who will believe and that this foreknowledge is the basis of His 
predestination.
473
 His first reason is that this argument states that God foreknows 
everybody and everything, whereas Paul is referring to a particular group.
474
 His second 
reason is that ―if God predestines people because they are going to believe, then the 
ground of their salvation is in themselves and their merit, instead of in him and his mercy, 
whereas Paul‘s whole emphasis in on God‘s free initiative of grace.‖
475
 
Stott adds that the Hebrew verb ―to know‖ expresses much more than mere 
intellectual cognition. The meaning of ―foreknowledge‖ in the New Testament is similar. 
He interprets ―whom he [God] foreknew‖ in Rom 11:2 as ―whom he loved and chose.‖
476
 
It indicates a personal relationship of care and affection. He adds that ―the only source of 
divine election and predestination is divine love.‖
477
 In this connection, in his 






476Ibid. Foreknowledge for him is a sovereign and distinguishing love, that is, a love that 
distinguishes the believers who are elected and the unbelievers who are not thus elected. 
477Stott, Romans, 249. With regard to election see Stott, Ephesians, 1-39, where he discusses the 




commentary on Eph 1:4-5, he writes: ―Paul could hardly have insisted more forcefully 
that our becoming members of God‘s new community was due neither to chance nor to 
choice (if by that is meant our choice), but to God‘s own sovereign will and pleasure. 
This was the decisive factor.‖
478
 However, he adds that God‘s sovereign will does not 
dispense of our own responsibility.
479
 
With regard to predestination, Stott notes that ―the verb predestined translates 
proorizo, which means ‗to decide beforehand‘‖ and quotes Acts 4:28 in support of this 
understanding.
480
 He adds, ―Clearly, then, a decision is involved in the process of 
becoming a Christian, but it is God‘s decision before it can be ours. This is not to deny 
that we ‗decided for Christ‘, and freely, but to affirm that we did so only because he had 
first ‗decided for us.‘‖
481
 He quotes C. J. Vaughan in support of his position. Vaughan 
wrote: 
Everyone who is eventually saved can only ascribe his salvation, from the first 
step to the last, to God‘s favour and act. Human merit must be excluded; and this 
can only be by tracing back the work far beyond the obedience which evidences, 
or even the faith which appropriates, salvation; even to an act of spontaneous 




With regard to calling (v. 30a), he argues that the call of God is the application in 
time of his eternal predestination. In his commentary on 2 Thess 2:13, 14, Stott writes: 
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170 
God chose you from the beginning for salvation. . . . God called you through the 
gospel for glory. . . . His [Paul‘s] horizons are bounded by nothing less than the 
eternities of the past and the future. In the eternity of the past God chose us to be 
saved. Then he called us in time, causing us to hear the gospel, believe the truth 
and be sanctified by the Spirit, with a view to our sharing Christ‘s glory in the 




The preaching of the gospel is therefore indispensable to divine predestination 
―because it is the very means God has ordained by which his call comes to his people and 
awaken their faith.‖
484
 For him, what Paul means by God‘s call here ―is not the general 
gospel invitation but the divine summons which raises the spiritually dead to life. It is 
sometimes termed God‘s ‗effective‘ or ‗effectual‘ call. Those whom God thus calls (v. 30) 
are the same as those ‗who have been called according to his purpose‘ (v. 28)‖ [emphasis 
added].‖
485
 Thus, Stott accepts the idea of ―the two calls‖ as espoused by Calvin.
486
 
In relation to justification (v. 30b), Stott argues that ―God‘s effective call enables 
those who hear it to believe, and those who believe are justified by faith.‖
487
 Justification 
is more than forgiveness, acquittal, or even acceptance; ―it is a declaration that we sinners 
are now righteous in God‘s sight, because of his conferment upon us of a righteous status, 
which is indeed the righteousness of Christ himself.‖
488
 In relation to glorification, the 
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484Stott, Romans, 252. 
485Ibid. 
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fifth stage (v. 30c), he wrote that our ―destiny is to be given new bodies in a new world, 
both of which will be transfigured with the glory of God.‖
489
 While it may seem that the 
process of sanctification has been omitted in v. 30, between justification and glorification, 
yet it is implicitly present ―both in the allusion to our being conformed to the image of 
Christ and as the necessary preliminary to our glorification.‖
490
 
Regarding the five affirmations or stages discussed above, Stott summarizes his 
arguments thus: ―God is pictured as moving irresistibly from stage to stage; from an 
eternal foreknowledge and predestination, through a historical call and justification, to a 
final glorification of his people in a future eternity. It resembles a chain of five links, each 
of which is unbreakable [emphasis added].‖
491
 It is thus evident that Stott‘s arguments 
invest a preponderant premium on God‘s sovereign decision or choice and human 
responsibility and choice are greatly discounted.
492
 
In relation to the five questions that Paul asks in vv. 35-36, and the answers he 
provides in vv. 37-39, he states: ―They are all about the kind of God we believe in. 
Together they affirm that absolutely nothing can frustrate God‘s purpose (since he is for 
us), or quench his generosity (since he has not spared his Son), or accuse or condemn his 
elect (since he has justified them through Christ), or sunder us from his love (since he has 
revealed it in Christ) [emphasis added].‖
493
 In light of the foregoing arguments, in Stott‘s 
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view, the elect will ultimately be saved due entirely to divine predestination and election. 
Stott argues further that the confidence of believers is not in our love for God, 
which is fickle and faltering, but in His love for us, which is steadfast and persevering.
494
 
He adds that ―the doctrine of ‗the perseverance of the saints‘
495
 needs to be re-named the 
doctrine of the perseverance of God with the saints.‖
496
 In view of the divine 
predestination of the believers and the effective call in time and subsequent justification 
in the light of the preceding arguments, it appears that Stott‘s position seems to be that 
the justification of the believer is irrevocable. 
In summing up Paul‘s position in Rom 9, he approvingly quotes D. M. Lloyd-
Jones: ―‗In verses 6 to 29 he explains why anybody is saved; it is the sovereign election 
of God. In these verses (30-33) he is showing us why anybody is lost, and the explanation 
of that is their own responsibility.‘‖
497
 But since he believes that God is ―ceaselessly, 
energetically and purposefully active‖
498
 for the final salvation of the believers (those 
who have experienced God‘s effective call), and since nothing is beyond the overruling 
providence of God,
499
 the argument that the lost are responsible for their own loss is 
grossly unfair and shows an inconsistency in Stott‘s position on the extent of the 
atonement. It appears unfair to blame the lost for being lost if, as Stott seems to teach, 
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they did not receive God‘s effective call. 
While in other places he seems to place a lot of emphasis on election and 





 which is only for the elect), in his commentary of 
1 Timothy and Titus, he holds divine election and predestination of the elect in tension 
with the universal offer of atonement. In his commentary on the steadfastness of God‘s 
love in Rom 8:28-39, he argues, ―Our Christian hope is solidly grounded on the 
unwavering love of God. So the burden of Paul‘s climax is the eternal security of God‘s 
people, on account of the eternal unchangeability of God‘s purpose, which is itself due to 
the eternal steadfastness of God‘s love.‖
502
 
Whereas in his commentary on Romans he states that ―absolutely nothing will 
ever be able to separate us‖ from God‘s steadfast love which guarantees the believers 
―eternal security,‖
503
 he argues in his commentary on 1 Timothy and Titus that God 
―wants all men [people] to be saved‖ [emphasis his] and that ―if some are excluded, it is 
because they exclude themselves by rejecting the gospel.‖
504
 It is possible for human 
beings to resist God‘s will.
505
 This being the case, he posits that the statement that ―‗God 
wants all people to be saved‘ (1 Tim 2:4) cannot be pressed into meaning that it is his 
                                               
500Ibid., 252. 
501Stott, Ephesians, 36. In this reference, Stott argues that in ―pre-creation eternity‖ God 
determined definitely to make us (who did not yet exist) His own children through the redeeming work of 
Christ (which had not yet taken place) due solely to His unmerited favor. 
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fixed intention that everybody will be. For alas! It is possible to resist his will.‖
506
 
This position is contradicted by his arguments already quoted above. In one such 
argument, he pictures God as moving ―irresistibly‖ from the stage of His ―eternal 
foreknowledge and predestination, through a historical call and justification, to a final 
glorification in a future eternity.‖
507
 If it is true that ―absolutely nothing can frustrate 
God‘s purpose‖
508
 and further if it is true that God wants all people to be saved and ―does 
not want [emphasis his] anybody to perish but wants [emphasis his] everybody to be 
saved (2 Pet 3:9; 2 Tim 2:4),‖
509
 then one can question Stott‘s logic in asserting at the 
same breath that ―it is possible to resist his [God‘s] will.‖
510
 
The approach adopted by Stott to attempt to resolve the apparent contradiction 
between the universal offer of the gospel and God‘s particular election of the believers is 
to refer to it as an antinomy between the two which cannot be resolved.
511
 Though he 
acknowledges that ―everybody finds the doctrine of election difficult‖ and that ―Scripture 
nowhere dispels the mystery of election,‖
512
 he nevertheless asserts that ―the doctrine 
gives us a strong assurance of eternal security, since he who chose us and called us will 
surely keep us to the end.‖
513
 
In his commentary 1 Timothy and Titus, Stott argues that election is never 
                                               
506Ibid. 
507Stott, Romans, 253. 
508Ibid., 259. 
509Stott, Essentials, 328. 
510Stott, 1 Timothy and Titus, 65. 
511An antinomy is a contradiction between two true statements that cannot be resolved. 





introduced in Scripture in order to contradict the universal offer of the gospel. On God‘s 
part, He wants all people to be saved.
514
 Having stated that one of the interpretations of 
the word ―all‖ in 1 Tim 2:4 is that it is not a reference to ―every single individual, but all 
kinds of peoples, classes, nationalities and ranks, and noting that ―this is an important 
insight which needs to be affirmed,‖ he nevertheless argues for ―an antinomy between the 
universal offer of the gospel and God‘s purpose of election, between the ‗all‘ and the 
‗some‘.‖
515
 He adds, ―Wherever we look in Scripture we see this antinomy: divine 
sovereignty and human responsibility, universal offer and electing purpose, the all and 
the some, the cannot and the will not.‖
516
 
Stott argues that both positions (of the antinomy) are equally tenable. He states 
that it is probably better to concede that Scripture appears to affirm both positions in an 
antinomy which we are not able to resolve at this time. He concludes: ―Whatever we may 
decide about the scope of atonement, we are absolutely forbidden to limit the scope of 
world mission. The gospel must be preached to all, and salvation must be offered to 
all.‖
517
 In this connection, it very appropriate to note that, while Calvin did not deny the 
universality of the promise of the gospel, nevertheless, he asserted that ―the Spirit of 
repentance and faith is not given to all‖ though ―all are called to repentance and faith by 
                                               
514Stott, 1 Timothy and Titus, 64, 65. 
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It is relevant at this juncture to point out that Calvin also maintains the antinomy 
between a sincere universal promise and an unchangeable decree of particular election. 
He argues that the two are held together in Christ, ―since he is the Christ of divine 
election and divine promise.‖
519
 Thus, like Calvin, Stott holds the position that God offers 
salvation to all, and at the same time holds the doctrine of particular election. Stott 
however does not go as far as Calvin in asserting that repentance and faith have not been 
given to all equally.
520
 While one agrees with Stott that God‘s election and predestination 
of believers as a group will ultimately be fulfilled, it is theologically questionable to base 
the doctrine of the ―eternal security‖ of the individual believer on what he himself 
acknowledges as ―the mystery of election‖ as discussed by Paul (in Eph 1:4-6) and other 
Bible writers. 
It may be observed that the difficulty is really not in the so-called antinomy in 
Scripture but in Stott‘s presuppositions on God‘s decrees, predestination, and particular 
election which overemphasizes God‘s sovereignty and grossly undervalues the role of the 
human agent in the work of application of the atonement or redemption. The foregoing 
arguments show that Stott‘s position on election and predestination is Calvinistic,
521
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though he apparently still struggles with the corollary of the election of the believers, that 
is, the rejection and condemnation of the damned. Perhaps, it is that struggle that explains 
why he embraced the concept of theological ―antinomy.‖ 
One may well argue that Stott‘s position is best described as one that embraces 
―four-point Calvinism,‖ also referred to as ―moderate Calvinism,‖ which was held by 
such theologians as Moyse Amyraut (1596-1664) and John Davenant (1576-1641). The 
position accepts four of the ―five points of Calvinism‖ (that is, the concepts of total 
depravity, unconditional election, irresistible grace, and perserverance of the Saints), but 
rejects the concept of limited atonement.
522
 However, the practical effect of the rejection 
does not make any difference to the extent of the atonement, since only the ―elect‖ will 
be saved.
523
 His position may actually be classified as belonging to the sublapsarian 
variety of Calvinism which argues that, in the logical order of God‘s decrees, He first 
provides an unlimited atonement that is sufficient for all, but limits its application to only 
the elect.
524 
A fuller analysis of Stott‘s atonement theology will be presented in chapter 5, 
which analyzes the respective atonement theologies of Stott and White. 
High Priestly Ministry of Christ 
Stott has not written much on the issue of the high priestly ministry of Christ. 
Commenting on Heb 8:1-9:28 in relation to the sacrifice of Jesus, Stott notes that the 
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3:186. 
524Erickson, Christian Theology, 852, 931. 
 
178 
author of the book of Hebrews makes three contrasts. They are those ―between the 
earthly and heavenly ‗tabernacle‘ or ‗sanctuary‘ (the place of ministry), between the old 
and new covenants (the basis of ministry), and between the old and new sacrifices (the 
function of ministry).‖
525
 He adds: 
Whereas the old High Priest entered the Most Holy Place in the Tabernacle once a 
year, on the Day of Atonement, bearing sacrificial blood, Jesus has now entered 
the heavenly sanctuary, where God is, bearing his own blood, the evidence of a 
sacrifice that does not need to be repeated, and which does away with sin once 
and for all (9:26). The result is a whole ‗new covenant‘: that is, the relationship 
between God and his people has been placed on a wholly different footing.
526
 
Stott points out four ways in which Jesus overcomes the limitations of the ―first 
covenant,‖ namely in the sphere of the sacrifice, the nature of the sacrifice, the 
uniqueness of the sacrifice, and the achievement of the sacrifice.
527
 With regard to the 
sphere of the sacrifice, he argues that the author of Hebrews lays emphasis on the fact 
that it is moral and not ceremonial. Whereas the old sacrifices were focused on the 
outward behavior of people, ―but what is needed is a sacrifice able to ‗clear the 




With regard to the nature of the sacrifice, Stott writes: ―It is not earthly, but 
heavenly. Jesus died on earth, but in fact he ‗offered himself unblemished to God through 
the eternal Spirit‘ (9:14).‖
529
 The sacrifice was perfect (Heb 8:26; 10:4). It was also 
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spiritual. Stott writes: 
―Through the eternal Spirit‖ (9:14) probably means that Jesus offered himself in 
perfect spiritual harmony with God, anointed by the Spirit for his travail with sin 
and death. This means that by his sacrifice he has been able to ‗purify‘ the 
heavenly sanctuary (9:23), that is to say, he has made it possible for sinners to 
draw near to God without defiling the sanctuary where he dwells.
530
 
Stott notes that though the sacrifice was perfect and spiritual, the most basic point 
is that it was also vicarious. He writes: 
Christ maintained such unblemished spiritual harmony with God, while passing 
through a full experience of temptation and trial, sin, and death, that he has been 
able to ‗take away the sins of many‘ (9:28). Hebrews does not reveal how 
precisely the death of Christ is effective in making him a ‗source of eternal 
salvation‘ (5:9) for others. But 9:28 clearly pictures his death as a vicarious 
sacrifice, bearing the sins of others, drawing on the prophecy of the Servant of the 
Lord in Isaiah 53 (especially verse 11), and possibly also the ritual of the 
‗scapegoat‘ on the Day of Atonement. In the latter, the priest had to confess the 
sins of Israel, laying his hands on the head of the goat, and then the animal was 
banished into the desert, to ‗carry on itself all their sins‘ (Lev 16:22).
531
 
With regard to the uniqueness of the sacrifice of Christ, Stott argues that ―it is 
single, not repeated.‖
532
 He also observes that the writer of Hebrews contrasts ―the one, 
unique, and unrepeatable sacrifice of Christ and the repeated sacrifices both of the annual 
Day of Atonement and of the daily Temple rituals.‖
533
 Writing in the context of a 
discussion of the relationship between the cross and the Eucharist, and in opposition to 
the position that advocates a prolongation of Christ‘s sacrifice on the cross into His 
heavenly ministry, he argues that the New Testament does not represent Christ as 







eternally offering Himself to the Father.
534
 According to the teachings of Christ and His 
disciples, the climax of Jesus‘s incarnation and ministry was the giving of His life as a 
ransom for many (Mark 10:45). Stott argues: 
It is this historical act, involving his death for our sins, which Scripture calls his 
sin-bearing sacrifice and which was finished once for all. Not only can it not be 
repeated, but it cannot be extended or prolonged. ‗It is finished,‘ he cried. That is 
why Christ does not have his altar in heaven, but only his throne. On it he sits, 
reigning, his atoning work done, and intercedes for us on the basis of what has 
been done and finished.
535
 
Stott is careful to connect Christ‘s high priestly ministry to His divinity, righteous 
character, and propitiatory death on the cross. He writes: 
Thus, the Father‘s provision for the sinning Christian is in his Son, who possesses 
a threefold qualification: his righteous character, his propitiatory death and his 
heavenly advocacy. Each depends on the others. He could not be our advocate in 
heaven today if he had not died to be the propitiation for our sins; and his 
propitiation would not have been effective if in his life and character he had not 
been Jesus Christ, the Righteous One.
536
 
Nevertheless, Stott‘s emphasis is the achievement of the cross. For him, as for 
most evangelical scholars, the atonement was finished on the cross. The heavenly 
sanctuary ministry does not seem to have any real purpose that was not already achieved 
on the cross. He has also written elsewhere in his comment on Gal 3:1: 
The force of the perfect tense of the participle (estaurōmenos) is that Christ‘s 
work was completed on the cross, and that the benefits of His crucifixion are for 
ever fresh, valid and available. Sinners may be justified before God and by God, 
not because of any works of their own, but because of the atoning work of Christ; 
not because of anything that they have done or could do, but because of what 
Christ did once, when He died.
537
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Stott brings the point home even more clearly when he writes: 
Although his work of atonement has been accomplished [by his sacrifice on the 
cross], he still has a continuing heavenly ministry, however. This is not to ‗offer‘ 
his sacrifice to God, since the offering was made once for all on the cross; nor to 
‗present‘ it to the Father, pleading that it may be accepted, since its acceptance 
was publicly demonstrated by the resurrection; but rather to‗intercede‘ for sinners 
on the basis of it, as our advocate.
538
 
It is also evident from the arguments above that Stott distinguishes the work of the 
high priestly intercession in the heavenly sanctuary from the work of atonement, which 
he argues was completed on the cross. His views contrast sharply with the view of those 
like Donald Baillie who argued that the divine sin-bearing was not confined to one 
moment of time, but that there is ―‗an eternal atonement in the very being and life of 
God,‘‖
539
 of which the cross was the incarnate part. In response to his own (Stott‘s) 
rhetorical question, ―Could Christ not be continuously offering in heaven, however, the 
sacrifice which he made once-for-all on earth?‖ his response is, ―No. Eternal priesthood 
does not necessitate eternal sacrifice.‖
540
 
With regard to the achievement of the sacrifice, Stott argues: 
It is permanent, not passing. Whereas the old sacrifices gave temporary, external 
purity, the sacrifice of Jesus prepares us to follow him into the sanctuary itself. He 
is not just our representative but also our forerunner (6:20). . . . Just as Aaron was 
prepared for his annual admission to the Most Holy Place, so we too have been 
prepared for entry, and stand on the threshold, waiting for the ‗Day‘ to dawn 
when we may follow ‗our great High Priest‘ through the veil (10:19-25).
541
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Exactly what it means for us to follow Jesus ―our great High Priest‖ into the Most Holy 
Place is not clear. It is thus very evident that Stott‘s emphasis is on the uniqueness, 
effectiveness, and the finality of the atonement effected by Christ on the cross which 
cannot be repeated. He has not written much on what Christ is doing in the heavenly 
sanctuary right now as our ―advocate‖ who is interceding on our behalf. 
Summary 
The beginning point for Stott is that God must respond to the realities of human 
sin in a way that is perfectly in agreement with His character. He argues that the only way 
that God‘s ―holy love‖ can be satisfied is for ―his holiness to be directed in judgment 
upon his appointed substitute, in order that his love may be directed towards us in 
forgiveness.‖
542
 In that case, the substitute bears the penalty so that the sinners may 
receive the pardon.
543
 However, Jesus Christ, our substitute, is not an independent third 
person, but the eternal Son of the Father who is one with the Father in His essential being. 
Therefore, we do not have three independent actors in the drama of the cross but two, 
ourselves on the one hand, and God on the other. However, it is ―not God as he is in 
himself (the Father), but God nevertheless, God-made-man-in-Christ (the Son)‖
544
 who is 
involved in the great work of atonement on the cross. 
Stott argues further that in giving His Son, the Father was giving Himself. It is the 
―Judge himself who in holy love assumed the role of the innocent victim, for in and 
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through the person of his Son he himself bore the penalty which he himself inflicted.‖
545
 
This is made possible through the mysterious unity of the Father and the Son.
546
 In this 
divine display of unfathomable love, in order to save us while being true to Himself, 
―God through Christ substituted himself for us‖ and ―divine love triumphed over divine 
wrath by divine self-sacrifice.‖
547
 He posits that ―the cross was an act simultaneously of 
punishment and amnesty, severity and grace, justice and mercy.‖
548
 
He notes that substitutionary atonement is not immoral ―since the substitute for 
the law-breakers is none other than the divine Lawmaker himself.‖
549
 He rejects notions 
of mechanical transaction since ―the sacrifice of love is the most personal of all 
actions.‖
550
 Further, he rejects the notion of mere external change of legal status ―since 
those who see God‘s love there, and are united to Christ by his Spirit, become radically 
transformed in outlook and character.‖
551
 
With regard to the heavenly high priesthood of Jesus, Stott argues that Jesus 
offers atonement to believers in the sense that He ―is still the propitiation, not because in 
any sense he continues to offer His sacrifice, but because His one sacrifice once offered 
has an eternal virtue which is effective today in those who believe.‖
552
 Thus, Stott‘s main 
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emphasis is on the achievement of the cross. His thoughts on the high priestly heavenly 
sanctuary ministry of Christ are apparently not well developed. 
In light of the foregoing, Stott rejects any explanations of the death of Christ 
―which does not have at its center the principle of ‗satisfaction through substitution‘‖ or 
what he referred to as ―divine self-satisfaction through divine self-substitution.‖
553
 While 
agreeing that the theological words ―satisfaction‖ and ―substitution‖ need to be carefully 
defined and safeguarded, he insists that they cannot be given up under any circumstances, 
for he asserts that ―the biblical gospel of atonement is of God satisfying himself by 
substituting himself for us.‖
554
 He summarizes his understanding of atonement thus: 
The concept of substitution may be said, then, to lie at the heart of both sin and 
salvation. For the essence of sin is man substituting himself for God, while the 
essence of salvation is God substituting himself for man. Man asserts himself 
against God and puts himself where only God deserves to be; God sacrifices 
himself for man and puts himself where only man deserves to be. Man claims 
prerogatives which belong to God alone; God accepts penalties which belong to 
man alone.
555
                                               






THE ATONEMENT THEOLOGY OF ELLEN G. WHITE 
This chapter examines the atonement theology of Ellen White. It begins with a 
discussion of her assumptions and presuppositions and proceeds to a discussion of her 
methodology. The central focus of the discussion of her methodology is the great 
controversy theme which is White‘s unique contribution to Christian theology. Next, her 
view on the centrality of the cross and her understanding of substitutionary atonement are 
discussed. The achievement of the cross and the scope of atonement are presented next, 
followed by the high priestly ministry of Jesus Christ and the judgment phase of 
atonement. Finally, a summary of her theology of atonement is presented. 
Ellen White and Her Writings 
Ellen G. White was one of the several founding personalities of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church. Other prominent leaders include her husband James White and former 
sea captain Joseph Bates.
1
 It has been asserted that she may be the most translated woman 
writer in the entire history of literature and the most translated American author of either 
gender. Seventh-day Adventists believe that White is more than a gifted writer. They 
believe that she is a prophet appointed by God as a special messenger to draw the world‘s 
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attention to the Holy Scriptures and help prepare people for the second coming of Jesus.
2
 
From the time she was seventeen until she died seventy years later, she received 




Though the Seventh-day Adventist Church fully supports the Reformation 
principle of sola Scriptura as the infallible standard of belief and practice, it also receives 
Ellen White‘s writings as ―a secondary authoritative source of doctrinal truth,‖ subject to 
Scripture, that provide the church with guidance and instruction.
4
 Her popular book Steps 
to Christ has been translated into more than 144 languages and has sold more than 15 
million copies. Her greatest work is the five-volume Conflict of the Ages Series, which 
details the great controversy between Christ and Satan from the origin of sin until its 
eradication from the universe.
5
 
White suffered a severe accident at the age of nine on her way home from school 
when a classmate threw a stone that hit her on the face, which resulted in a broken nose 
and concussion and made her unconscious for three weeks.
6
 The accident and subsequent 
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illness meant the end of her formal education.
7
 White‘s parents and family (the Harmons) 
were members of the Methodist Church until the time they accepted William Miller‘s 
views
8
 on the second advent after they listened to his lectures in Portland, Maine. Due to 
their acceptance of Miller‘s views, Ellen, her parents, and others were disfellowshipped 
from the Portland Methodist Church.
9
 She was deeply affected by the Millerite 
disappointment of October 1844, and, along with others, she sought God earnestly for 
light and guidance in the subsequent time of perplexity.
10
 
In December 1844, White experienced her first vision during a ladies morning 
prayer meeting.
11
 In the following years, she claimed that God spoke to her in a unique 
way through dreams and visions. In August 1846, she married James White, an Adventist 
preacher, and thereafter became known as Ellen G. White. In July 1851 James White 
published Ellen‘s first pamphlet of sixty-four pages, entitled A Sketch of the Christian 
Experience and Views of Ellen G. White. This was followed in 1854 by a forty-eight-page 
supplement. Both of these now form a part of the book Early Writings. 
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Fortin has argued that though White is not a trained theologian as it is usually 
understood, nevertheless, ―she is an independent theological thinker in her own right, 
guided by the Holy Spirit.‖
12
 Richard Hammill has underlined the crucial role of Ellen 
White in the theological development of the Seventh-day Adventist Church when he 
asserted that ―although she never held an official position, was not an ordained 
minister, . . . [yet] her influence shaped the Seventh-day Adventist Church more than any 
other factor except the Holy Bible.‖
13
 George R. Knight has referred to her as 
―undoubtedly the most influential Seventh-day Adventist in the history of the church.‖
14
 
It must be pointed out that White professed a very high regard for the Bible and 
held that her writings should be tested by faithfulness to the biblical norm.
15
 She argues 
that the canon of Scripture closed with the New Testament
16
 and that while her writings 
are given for the edification of the church, they do not form a part of the canon of 
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Scripture but are ―a lesser light to lead men and women to the greater light.‖
17
 In view of 
the acknowledged unique and pivotal contributions of White to the development and 
growth of the Seventh-day Adventist Church and the development of its doctrinal 
foundations, it remains to be demonstrated what a critical study of her theological 
writings on atonement will reveal. 
Assumptions, Presuppositions and Methodology 
According to Woodrow Whidden, some of the formative influences on White‘s 
theological system include the following: (a) the fervent Methodism of her childhood and 
conversion, (b) Millerite Adventism with its rational, common sense, fervently pietistic 
(and inherently perfectionistic) scriptural hermeneutic, (c) health reform writers of the 
day, (d) Protestant writers who primarily reflected the evangelical ethos of nineteenth-
century America, and (e) Seventh-day Adventist writers such as Uriah Smith, J. N. 
Andrews, S. N. Haskell, and her husband, James White.
18
 
Critical biblical studies or evolutionary philosophy made no inroads into White‘s 
theological thoughts.
19
 In the book Education, White strongly countered the long-ages 
                                               
17E. White, ―An Open Letter from Mrs. E. G. White to All Who Love the Blessed Hope,‖ Review 
and Herald, January 20, 1903, 15. 
18Woodrow Whidden III, ―The Soteriology of Ellen G. White: The Persistent Path to Perfection, 
1836-1902‖ (Ph.D. dissertation, Drew University, 1989), 92-93. See also Malcolm Bull and Keith 
Lockhart, Seeking a Sanctuary: Seventh-day Adventism and the American Dream, 2nd ed. (Bloomington, 
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theology that that fact is even reflected in her theological vocubulary. See Bull and Lockart, 102. See also 
George R. Knight, A Search for Identity: The Development of Seventh-day Adventist Beliefs (Hagerstown, 






 She also vehemently opposed the pantheistic teachings of John 
Harvey Kellogg, which she believed will undermine faith in Seventh-day Adventist 
teachings.
21
 Whidden argues that her world was that of fervent, pre-critical Protestantism 
which was largely untainted by contemporary philosophies such as Darwinism, 
Spencerism, Transcendentalism, and Empiricism.
22
 
Whidden further points out that Ellen White felt that the human mind was 
incapable of perceiving God or His will independent of supernatural revelation and 
illumination by the Holy Spirit. However she had an optimistic view of what humanity 
could accomplish under direct divine work on the mind.
23
 Whidden also argues that while 
there was a move towards a more Lutheran understanding of justification, the move 
always carried with it the sanctificationist emphasis of her American revivalistic 
background in both holiness/Methodism and Millerism.
24
 
In view of the fact that one‘s presuppositions in such doctrines as the nature of 
God, the status of the law, the human condition, Christ, and the Old Testament sacrificial 
system determines one‘s theology to a large extent, a proper understanding of the 
atonement theology of White demands an examination of her presuppositions, 
assumptions, and methodology. 
                                               
20E. White, Education (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1903), 129-130. 
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Reformation, Restorationism, and Puritanism. See Knight, Search for Identity, 30-35. 




Assumptions and Presuppositions 
Writing with reference to Wesley‘s understanding and practice of theology, 
Randy L. Maddox has argued that ―the defining task of ‗real‘ theologians was neither 
developing an elaborate System of Christian truth-claims nor defending these claims to 
their ‗cultured despisers‘; it was nurturing and shaping the worldview that frames the 
temperament and practice of believers‘ lives in the world.‖
25
 Maddox adds that ―the 
quintessential practitioner of theology was not the detached academic theologian,‖ but 
―the pastor/theologian who was actively shepherding Christian disciples in the world.‖
26
 
In his discussion of theology as a practical discipline, he stated: ―What gives 
consistency (if there is any) to particular theological traditions within a religion are not 
unchanging doctrinal summaries, or a theoretical Idea from which all truth is deduced or 
given order in a System; it is instead a basic orienting perspective or metaphor that guides 
their various particular theological activities.‖
27
 Maddox‘s argument is relevant in the 
case of the discussion of the theological thought of White. Though not a theologian in the 
usual sense,
28
 she is evidently a pastor/theologian who has a central theological theme 
that binds all her writings together into a coherent theological system. 
However, one must take note that White‘s writings are not in the form of an 
organized scheme that could be regarded as constituting a theology in the usual sense. 
Her writings, especially in the early years of her ministry, were addressed either to 
individuals, churches, or institutions. In order to discover her underlying theological 
                                               
25Maddox, Responsible Grace, 17. 
26Ibid. 
27Ibid., 18. 
28Douglass, The Messenger of the Lord, 259. 
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system, it is necessary to gather her statements on particular theological issues or themes. 
Like Stott, White‘s central theological concept is the cross of Christ but she utilizes the 
theme of God‘s love as it is played out in the Great Controversy theme as its organizing 
concept. Her adoption of the theme of God‘s love as it is worked out within the cosmic 
conflict motif between God and Satan has far reaching implications for her thoughts on 
atonement. Let us first look at the theme of God‘s love. 
The Love of God 
The foundational theme of White‘s theology appears to be God‘s love for 
humanity, which is demonstrated in the life of Christ and especially in His death in our 
stead on Calvary. White argues, ―What speech is to thought, so is Christ to the invisible 
Father. . . . He made known in his words, his character, his power and majesty, the nature 
and attributes of God.‖
29
 God‘s love is one of the most important divine attributes that 
Christ has made known to humans. She writes that it was God‘s eternal ―redeeming love‖ 
that ―induced Christ to leave His honor and majesty in heaven, and come to a sinful 
world, to be neglected, despised, and rejected by those He came to save, and finally to 
suffer upon the cross.‖
30
 George R. Knight has correctly pointed out that ―perhaps the 




White‘s emphasis on the theme of God‘s love is illustrated at very strategic 
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portions of her writings. It is very significant that the phrase ―God is love‖ is the first 
three words in the first volume of the Conflict of the Ages Series (Patriarchs and 
Prophets) and the last three words of the final volume of the series (The Great 
Controversy).
32
 Knight argues that the reason why she puts so much emphasis on God‘s 
love is that she views God‘s love as the central point of the great controversy between 
good and evil. It is evident that, for her, the phrase ―God is love‖ provides the context for 
the depiction of the great controversy story.
33
 Thus she links the theme of God‘s love 
with the theme of the great controversy, another major theme in her theological writings. 
Another significant illustration of the centrality of the theme of God‘s love in 
White‘s writings is that a discussion of that crucial topic provides the content of the first 
chapter (―God‘s Love for Man‖) of one of her greatest Christological books, Steps to 
Christ.
34
 Her opening words in that book are ―Nature and revelation alike testify of God‘s 
love.‖
35
 She adds that nature speaks ―to us of the Creator‘s love‖ and that, in spite of the 
presence of sin, the message of God‘s love still shines through. She asserts that ―‗God is 
love‘ is written upon every opening bud, upon every spire of springing grass.‖
36
 
But due to the effects of sin, ―the things of nature‖ ―but imperfectly represent His 
love.‖
37
 The clearest and supreme illustration of God‘s love for humanity is embodied in 
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Jesus Christ, whom the Father sent to be our Savior from sin.
38
 Commenting on what the 
Father has done in sending Jesus to redeem us from the stranglehold of sin, she concludes 
the first chapter of her classic on salvation by asserting that ―such love is without a 
parallel.‖
39
 Thus, the fact that White uplifts the love of God first, last, and all through her 
writings proves beyond any doubt the centrality of the theme of God‘s love in her 
theology.
40
 It is evident that the theme of the love of God is the foundation for the other 
themes in her theological writings.
41
 
The Great Controversy Theme 
A second theme that undergirds White‘s theology is the cosmic conflict between 
God and Satan, which she generally refers to as the ―great controversy.‖ She claims 
divine revelation as the source of this theme.
42
 This focuses on the struggle between 
Christ and Satan and builds upon the theme of God‘s love. In White‘s view, the focal 
point of the great controversy is Satan‘s attempt to misrepresent the loving character of 




This theme is regarded by some as a unique contribution of White to Christian 
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theology. Indeed, many scholars of White have identified the great controversy theme as 
a unifying principle of her writings. Herbert Douglass has noted that this theme ―provided 
a coherent framework for her theological thought as well as for her principles in 
education, health, missiology, social issues, and environmental topics.‖
44
 Also, Joseph 
Battistone identifies the theme of ―the great controversy between Christ and Satan‖ as 
being central to White‘s theological writings.
45
 Another important scholar who has 
written extensively on White‘s contributions to Adventist theology is Knight. He 
identifies the ―grand central theme‖ of White‘s writings that would help us to have a 
broad understanding of her writings as ―the great controversy between good and evil‖ and 
―the cross of Christ.‖
46
 
Battistone notes that the history of the literary and theological development of the 
great controversy theme was a gradual one that involves amplification and revision over a 
period of fifty-seven years. In the light of the gradual development of the great 
controversy theme, it is clear that a view of mechanical inspiration does not fit White‘s 
writings.
47
 The theme first appeared in 1858 in volume one of Spiritual Gifts and was 
expanded into a four-volume series by1864. The second stage appears in another four-
volume work, the Spirit of Prophecy (1870-1884). In this series, the great controversy is 
                                               
44Douglass, Messenger of the Lord, 256. See also Gil Gutierrez Fernández, ―Ellen G. White: The 
Doctrine of the Person of Christ‖ (Ph.D. dissertation, Drew University, 1978), 4, where he notes that the 
great controversy theme ―runs as a golden thread through her writings and underlies her view of the entire 
historical process.‖ For an extended discussion of the great controversy, see Frank B. Holbrook, ―The Great 
Controversy,‖ in Dederen, ed., Handbook of Seventh-day Adventist Theology, 969-1009. 
45Joseph Battistone, The Great Controversy Theme in E. G. White Writings (Berrien Springs, MI: 
Andrews University Press, 1978), iii. 
46George R. Knight, Reading Ellen White: How to Understand and Apply Her Writings 
(Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 1997), 49, 50. See also his Meeting Ellen White: A Fresh Look at 





more fully developed and the material is presented in a chronological scheme. The third 
and final stage is the Conflict of the Ages series, which includes Patriarchs and Prophets, 
Prophets and Kings, Desire of Ages, Acts of the Apostles, and The Great Controversy. 
White explains the great controversy theme with the biblical narrative from 
Genesis to Revelation
48
 and depicts the great controversy theme as the conceptual ―key‖ 
for the understanding of the theological and philosophical questions confronting 
humanity today. She has written extensively on the theme, and a few examples are given 
here. In a chapter entitled ―Bible Reading and Study‖ in the book Education, she presents 
what she considers a sine qua non for the faithful student of Scripture. She writes: 
The student [of the Bible] should learn to view the word as a whole, and to see the 
relation of its parts. He should gain a knowledge of its grand central theme, of 
God‘s original purpose for the world, of the rise of the great controversy, and of 
the work of redemption. He should understand the nature of the two principles 
that are contending for supremacy, and should learn to trace their working 
through the records of history and prophecy, to the great consummation. He 
should see how this controversy enters into every phase of human experience; 
how in every act of life he himself reveals the one or the other of the two 
antagonistic motives; and how, whether he will or not, he is even now deciding 
upon which side of the controversy he will be found.
49
 
Thus the great controversy theme provides the background for our understanding of the 
development of evil, specifically, how Lucifer (Satan) rebelled against God‘s government. 
Satan‘s core argument is that God cannot be trusted, that His law is severe and unfair, and 




What Satan began in heaven he has also continued on earth. She writes that 
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50




―though he (Satan) was cast out of heaven he has continued the same warfare upon the 
earth‖ in order ―to deceive men, and thus lead them to transgress God‘s law.‖
51
 It must be 
pointed out, however, that in White‘s thoughts, there is no real distinction between God‘s 
character and the principle that lies at the core of the law of God. Divine love is at the 
heart of God‘s law and is what defines God‘s character.
52
 Therefore in White‘s view, 
Satan‘s intent in the great controversy is to discredit the love of God in all its 
manifestations. God‘s demonstration of His love in the ongoing conflict with Satan forms 
the focus of the five-volume Conflict of the Ages Series and also provides the theological 
foundation for her other theological writings. 
It is noteworthy to point out that the concluding paragraph of The Great 
Controversy ties the themes of God‘s love and great controversy together into a 
harmonious whole. She writes: 
The great controversy is ended. Sin and sinners are no more. The entire universe 
is clean. One pulse of harmony and gladness beats through the vast creation. From 
Him who created all, flow life and light and gladness, throughout the realms of 
illimitable space. From the minutest atom to the greatest world, all things, animate 




It is evident from the discussion above that the great controversy theme is an underlying 
presupposition in White‘s theological writings. The concept of God‘s love in interplay 
with the great controversy theme leads to another theme that permeates White‘s writings 
and links all the various themes together, that is, what God has done and is still doing 
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through Jesus due to His unrelenting love for His sinful creatures, in order to reconcile 
them to Himself and bring an end to sin. 
God and the Forgiveness of Human Sin 
The center of White‘s theological thought is the divine soteriological initiative in 
sending Jesus Christ to redeem human beings from the stranglehold of satanic deception 
and power because of His love for us. As Whidden has argued, ―Her work was always to 
exalt the goodness of God and to expose the lies of Satan in the practical, evangelistic 
interest of saving the lost.‖
54
 God‘s strategy to counter Satan‘s malicious designs 
involves the setting in motion of the plan of redemption. In light of the fall, Jesus, the Son 
of God, chose to come to the rescue of humanity. White argues that ―the broken law of 
God demanded the life of the sinner.‖
55
 But ―since the divine law is as sacred as God 
Himself, [and] only one equal with God could make atonement for its transgression,‖
56
 
Christ chose to take ―upon Himself the guilt and shame of sin—sin so offensive to a holy 
God that it must separate the Father and His Son‖
57
 in order to save humanity from the 
consequence of sin which is eternal death. Moreover, the divine law demanded perfect 
obedience which humans cannot render. Christ rendered the demanded perfect obedience 
for all who have faith in Him.
58
 
Thus in order to effect the atonement, Jesus gave up the purity, peace, joy, and 
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glory of heaven and took on the sorrow, shame, and death resulting from human sin. As 
our ―substitute and surety,‖ ―He was to stand between the sinner and the penalty of sin.‖
59
 
Therefore, at the end of His earthly ministry, Christ ―must die the cruelest of deaths, 
lifted up between the heavens and the earth as a guilty sinner. . . . He must endure 
anguish of soul, the hiding of His Father‘s face, while the guilt of transgression—the 
weight of the sins of the whole world—should be upon Him.‖
60
 White views the cross as 
the means by which Christ transfers human guilt to Himself.
61
 No angel could have done 
this; ―only He who created man had power to redeem him.‖
62
 Therefore the identity of 
the Redeemer who has chosen to become our Substitute is very important in White‘s 
theology of atonement. 
The Gravity of Sin 
White has defined sin as both acts of transgressing the law of God
63
 and a 
condition of depravity that involves what she calls ―the propensities of sin,‖ ―inherent 
propensities of disobedience,‖ ―inclinations,‖ or a natural ―bent to evil.‖
64
 She states that 
―there is in his [human] nature a bent to evil, a force which, unaided,‖ human beings 
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 Due to Adam‘s sin, ―his posterity was born with inherent propensities of 
disobedience.‖
66
 In a letter written originally in 1887, she writes that ―bad habits are more 
easily formed than good habits, and the bad habits are given up with more difficulty. The 
natural depravity of the heart accounts for this well-known fact.‖
67
 Her understanding of 
sinfulness embraces both the needs of the repentant sinner at the beginning of the 
Christian life and also the experience of the cooperating believer through life. She writes: 
―We must remember that our hearts are naturally depraved, and we are unable of 
ourselves to pursue a right course. It is only by the grace of God, combined with the most 
earnest effort on our part, that we can gain the victory.‖
68
 
White‘s position on the issue of human depravity and freewill is very close to the 
Wesleyan/Arminian tradition and is probably better expressed as ―free grace‖ that 
emanates from the prevenient saving grace of God. She states that when sin entered the 
world, the will of humanity became enslaved to sin
69
 and ―through the will . . . sin retains 
its hold upon us.‖
70
 Thus there is no power in the ―unaided human will‖ to oppose sin, 
but through Jesus Christ the will of the human being is freed.
71
 Thus without divine help, 
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human beings have no power to overcome sin. 
Original sin 
Though White agrees with the Reformers on the radical nature of human 
depravity, she does not subscribe to the doctrine of original sin as traditionally 
understood. She writes, ―Sin is a tremendous evil. Through sin the whole human 
organism is deranged, the mind is perverted, the imagination corrupted. Sin has degraded 
the faculties of the soul. Temptations from without find an answering chord within the 
heart, and the feet turn imperceptibly toward evil.‖
72
 Several Seventh-day Adventist 
theologians argue that though White agrees with the idea of an inherent natural depravity 
of humanity, she does not teach that humans inherit guilt from Adam.
73
 
In Christian thought, ―original sin‖ is the theological designation for the state or 
condition of universal sinfulness in which mankind is found as the result of Adam‘s sin.
74
 
For John Calvin, original sin is the ―hereditary depravity and corruption of our nature, 
diffused into all parts of the soul, which first makes us liable to God‘s wrath, then also 
brings forth in us those works which Scripture calls ‗works of the flesh (Gal 5:19).‘‖
75
 
                                               
72E. White, Testimonies, 8:312; idem, Patriarchs and Prophets, 53. See also her ―The Sinner‘s 
Hope,‖ Signs of the Times, June 27, 1900, 1-2; Christ‘s Object Lessons, 158-161, ―Self Love or Self-
Sacrifice,‖ Review and Herald, June 25, 1908, 8. 
73E. White to Brother Covert and the Indiana Conference, quoted in E. White, Heavenly Places, 
195. See also idem, Testimonies, 8:312; idem, Patriarchs and Prophets, 53. See Edwin H. Zackrison, 
―Seventh-day Adventists and Original Sin: A Study of the Early Development of the Seventh-day 
Adventist Understanding of the Effect of Adam‘s Sin on His Posterity‖ (Ph.D. dissertation, Andrews 
University, 1984), especially 414-416; Gerhard Pfandl, ―Some Thoughts on Original Sin‖ (Center for 
Adventist Research, Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI), 19-20. 
74See Henri Blocher, Original Sin: Illuminating the Riddle (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1997). 
See also G. C. Berkouwer, Sin, 285-322, and Emil Brunner, Man in Revolt, 145-153. For other views on 
original sin, see also John Hick, Evil and the God of Love (London: Macmillan, 1977), 201, and Paul King 
Jewett, ―Original Sin and the Fall of Man,‖ Southwestern Journal of Theology 19 (Fall 1976): 18-30. 
75John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 2.1.8. 
 
202 
The traditional Christian understanding of original sin includes the notion of personal 
moral guilt for Adam‘s sin that every human being presumably inherits. In the 




What seems to be the Seventh-day Adventist position on original sin is succinctly 
expressed by Edward Heppenstall when he writes that ―the state of sin into which all men 
are born is called original sin—not in the sense of original guilt, but of an inherited 
disposition to sin‖ which goes back to the first parents of the human race.
77
 Heppenstall 
ascribes the origin of sin to human alienation from God and asserts that ―original sin is 
not per se wrong doing, but wrong being.‖
78
 The general consensus of Adventist scholars 
seems to regard sin as an act (1 John 3:4) and an inherited sinful state (Ps 51:5; Eph 2:3). 
Unless we are fully surrendered to the Holy Spirit, the sinful nature entices us to commit 
individual acts of sin.
79
 
But while it is true that Seventh-day Adventists generally do not teach that we 
inherit Adam‘s guilt, not all Adventist scholars agree on this position. Robert Olson, for 
example, writes, ―We inherit guilt from Adam so that even a baby that dies a day after 
birth needs a Saviour though the child never committed a sin of his own.‖
80
 He bases his 
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arguments on statements in White‘s writings. In the first one, she writes thus: ―Adam 
sinned, and the children of Adam share his guilt and its consequences.‖
81
 In the second 
statement written about ten years later, she writes as follows: 
The inheritance of children is that of sin. Sin has separated them from God. . . . As 
related to the first Adam, men receive from him nothing but guilt and the sentence 
of death. . . . Christ‘s perfect example and the grace of God are given him to 
enable him to train his sons and daughters to be sons and daughters of God. It is 
by teaching them . . . how to give the heart and will up to Christ that Satan‘s 
power is broken.
82 
A. L. Moore and John Wood deny that White teaches inherited guilt. Moore 
writes: ―White‘s concern appears to relate to the consequences of separation from God 
and enslavement to Satan—which is inherited from Adam. A cause and effect chain is 
seen in which sin separates from God and leaves the soul with guilt.‖
83
 Thus parents are 
unable to pass on to their children a nature united to God. But since children are unable to 
resist the pull of sin from within and without, they inevitably become entangled in sin and 
guilt.
84
 White‘s references to inherited sin are generally in the context of individual sinful 
choices that spring up from inherited depravity.
85
 
It should be noted that though the term ―original sin‖ (with its 
Augustinian/Calvinistic overtones) does not properly describe White‘s understanding of 
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 nevertheless, in her view, the extent of human depravity is such that 
humans have no ability to originate a saving initiative. However, they are not so depraved 
that they are totally subject to a deterministic election on the part of the Redeeming God. 
While sinners cannot initiate their own salvation, they remain free to accept or reject 
God‘s offer of the same.
87
 She employs the term ―original sin‖ only once: ―At its very 
source human nature was corrupted. And ever since then sin has continued its hateful 




It should be noted that the article from which the last quote is taken is entitled 
―The Warfare Between Good and Evil.‖ In the article she discusses the result of human 
separation from God and self-centered living that originated with Satan and which led to 
Satan‘s rebellion against God and His law. She calls on all to exert their ―influence,‖ 
―power,‖ and ―talent‖ on Christ‘s side for good in the great controversy. ―With all their 
energies human beings are to co-operate with the great Center of infinite love and infinite 
power‖ (that is, Jesus Christ) to assert the contemporary validity of God‘s law.
89
 In 
context, White‘s focus was definitely not on the traditional understanding of ―original 
sin,‖ but was rather on her goal of calling Christians to choose to stand on God‘s side and 
uphold His law. 
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White‘s focus is not so much on Adam‘s guilt as it is on individual guilt that 
arises from particular sinful choices. She writes: ―It is inevitable that children should 
suffer from the consequences of parental wrongdoing, but they are not punished for the 
parents‘ guilt, except as they participate in their sins. It is usually the case, however, that 
children walk in the steps of their parents.‖
90
 Thus, she apparently believes that it is 
inevitable that the children will participate in the sins of their parents.
91
 All human beings 
are in a ―helpless condition‖ in regard to obedience to the law ―unless they accept the 
atonement provided for them in the remedial sacrifice of Jesus Christ, who is our 
atonement—at-one-ment with God.‖
92




Therefore, it is only what originates from the ―untainted‖ nature of the sinless 
Jesus that has saving merit. Human beings cannot do anything to earn God‘s favor, and 
even the Spirit-inspired works of love and obedience have no saving merit.
94
 As a result 
of our sin and subsequent guilt, what we merit is the wrath of God. The reason is that 
human beings are responsible to God for the moral choices they make. 
Human Moral Responsibility 
An important emphasis in White‘s theology is the significance she attaches to 
human moral responsibility. Since God is fair, loving, and respectful of His created 
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intelligent beings, He does not coerce, force, intimidate, or deceive them in order to 
obtain their submission and compliance, neither does He bypass the will.
95
 He appeals to 
human reason and allows each person to decide for or against His revealed will based on 
the available evidence and their love for Him.
96
 Because God is willing to wait until the 
whole evidence regarding Satan‘s charges becomes apparent to all creatures, and because 
He will not force compliance with His will, ―the principle of conditionality permeates His 
relationship with His created intelligences—He waits for people to respond.‖
97
 
White argues that the divine work of salvation requires certain human conditions 
beyond mere mental assent to what Christ has already done. Saved people are 
transformed sinners, and transformation involves human decisions at every stage.
98
 One 
aspect of the human response to the atonement provided on Calvary is character 
development. ―It is character that decides destiny.‖
99
 One reason why character decides 
destiny is the fact that human beings are responsible beings who have the capacity for 
spiritual and moral growth. 
Created in ―the image of God,‖ human beings are created with freedom to make 
moral choices. They are not totally depraved and their destiny is not determined by a 
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sovereign God who arbitrarily ―elects‖ some to be saved and others to be lost.
100
 In view 
of the fact that human beings are responsible beings, God chooses to communicate with 
them in thought patterns that they can understand.
101
 Based on the principle of the 
incarnation, White writes that ―our Saviour took humanity, with all its liabilities. He took 
the nature of man, with the possibility of yielding to temptation.‖
102
 He did this so that 
humans may know that he identified with them in every way. 
White highlights another principle in the fact that because God is love, he eagerly 
longs for a loving response from humans. Eternal life is promised only to those who 
choose to forsake their sins and gladly cooperate with the Holy Spirit in reconstructing 
their habit patterns so that they will love others spontaneously.
103
 God permits the law of 
cause and effect with all his created beings, including humans, so that all can see the 
results of both obedience and disobedience to God‘s revealed will.
104
 The redeemed will 
be composed of those who have cooperated with God in developing a habitual attitude of 
love and obedience to God‘s will and have demonstrated they can be trusted with eternal 
life, so that never again will the universe be placed in jeopardy.
105
 
White argues for the necessity of human cooperation with the divine initiative in 
the work of atonement. She argues that ―everything depends on the right action of the 
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 When the human being yields his/her will to God, ―God will then work in you to 
will and to do according to His good pleasure.‖
107
 She adds: ―By yielding up your will to 
Christ . . . you will have strength from above to hold you steadfast, and thus through 
constant surrender to God you will be enabled to live the new life, even the life of 
faith.‖
108
 White does not see God as acting in a deterministic manner in His dealings with 
sinners,
109
 but because the effects of sin are so pervasive, we need God‘s saving grace 
throughout the process of atonement.
110
 
The Wrath of God 
In White‘s view, God‘s wrath is real and was fully incurred by Jesus as He 
experienced the full divine retributive judgment in our stead. With respect to Christ‘s 
suffering in Gethsemane as our Substitute, she argues: ―As man He must suffer the 
consequences of man‘s sin. As man He must endure the wrath of God against 
transgression.‖
111
 She writes further on the enormity of the price Christ paid on the cross: 
―The wrath of God against sin, the terrible manifestation of His displeasure because of 
iniquity, filled the soul of His Son with consternation. . . . So great was this agony that 
His physical pain was hardly felt.‖
112
 But she is careful to note the unity of the Father and 
the Son even during Christ‘s ordeal on the cross: ―The power that inflicted retributive 
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justice upon man‘s substitute and surety, was the power that sustained and upheld the 
suffering One under the tremendous weight of wrath that would have fallen upon a sinful 
world.‖
113 
White cites some examples of those who suffered the wrath of God due to sins 
that were not confessed and therefore were not forgiven. These include Ananias and 
Sapphira who pledged to give the proceeds of the sale of a property to the Lord but 
reneged and engaged in deception
114
 and were therefore struck dead in the presence of the 
Apostles, and King Herod Agrippa I who accepted the kind of praise that is due only to 
God and was therefore killed by an angel from heaven.
115
 The pouring out of God‘s wrath 
is the result of attachment to sin
116
 and the rejection of God‘s word and law. At the time 
of God‘s final executive judgment, the divine wrath will be poured out only after Jesus 
has finished His work in the most holy place of the heavenly sanctuary.
117
 In White‘s 
thought, the wrath of God is real. Jesus took the divine wrath upon Himself in order that 
the redeemed saints may not experience it in the time of the final judgment. 
Methodology 
Though a ―quintessential practitioner of theology‖ as identified by Randy L. 
Maddox,
118
 White is not a systematic theologian in the usual sense. Hence a discussion of 
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White‘s theological methodology necessarily involves searching for ideas found scattered 
amongst her voluminous writings and organizing them in a way consistent with her 
thought. In discussing her methodology, it is necessary to begin with a discussion of the 
general hermeneutical principles among the early Seventh-day Adventist leaders because 
it is evident that those principles informed and guided White‘s theological understanding 
and presentation of different themes in her writings. 
Having come out of the Millerite movement,
119
 the early Seventh-day Adventists 
faced the task of unifying their beliefs both in the areas of prophecy and of doctrine. The 
process went on from 1844 to 1860 during which the leaders of the embryonic 
denomination held private Bible studies and numerous conferences. After agreeing on 
what they considered the core beliefs for their organization, they formally organized 
themselves in 1860 when they took the name Seventh-day Adventists.
120
 Although none 
of the early Seventh-day Adventist leaders embarked on the task of formulating a 
systematic hermeneutic by which scriptural interpretation was arrived at, it is clear that 
―certain principles were assumed or carried over from their Protestant denominational 
heritage.‖
121
 These principles became evident as doctrines were adopted and defended 
against their critics. The hermeneutical methodological principles include the 
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1. Sola Scriptura. James White (1821- 1881) wrote in the fifth issue of the earliest 
periodical of the church: ―The Bible is our lamp, our guide. It is our rule of faith and 
practice.‖
123
 In 1851, J. N. Andrews (1829-1883), a prominent early Seventh-day 
Adventist minister and leader, in a rebuke to Protestants for adopting the Roman Catholic 
hermeneutic of ―the Bible plus tradition,‖ wrote: ―We answer, make the word of God 
your only rule, receive what is written therein, and reject all beside. That the Protestant 
world now cherish an institution without foundation in Scripture, which was established 
by the gradual development of the great apostasy, can only be accounted for by the fact 
that Protestants have adopted the rule of the Romanists in the place of their own.‖
124
 
White herself writes, ―The Holy Scriptures are to be accepted as an authoritative, 
infallible revelation of His will. They are the standard of character, the revealer of 
doctrines, and the test of experience.‖
125
 
2. Unity of Scripture. Early Adventist writings reveal the assumption of the unity 
of Scripture. Neufeld argues that the assumption of the unity of Scripture ―is evident 
throughout these early Adventist writings, where one part of Scripture is constantly made 
to explain another,‖ since ―unity of authorship is assumed.‖
126
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3. Scripture Explains Scripture. This principle is a corollary of the principle of the 
unity of Scripture. James White appeals to this principle in an 1851 editorial in which he 




4. Literary Context. The words of the Bible must be given their proper 
meaning.
128
 An unsigned filler in an 1855 issue of the Review and Herald states, ―To 
ascertain what any passage says, consider what the words mean, according to their 
common acceptation and according to their usage elsewhere in the Scriptures; if they 
have more meanings than one, consider their connection and subject of discourse.‖
129
 
This rule was later expanded in practice to include the definition of words from the 
original languages (Greek and Hebrew). Those who were not competent in the original 
languages employed various translations in order to clarify the meaning of words. 
5. Historical Context. Attention must be given to the context and historical 
backgrounds of Bible authors and texts. Leaders of the Advent Movement sought to 
answer the question ―What was the Bible writer speaking about, what was he saying, and 
what did he mean by what he said?‖
130
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6. Plain Literal Meaning. The Bible must be interpreted according to the plain, 
obvious, and literal import unless a symbol is used.
131
 This rule was a recurring theme 
among early Adventists at a time when their detractors were assailing their theological 
positions. Concerning this principle, J. N. Loughborough (1832-1924) argues against the 
doctrine of the immortality of the soul, ―If words in the Bible are allowed to mean the 
same as when used in any other book, the doctrine of the immortality of the soul cannot 
be harmonized with the Bible.‖
132
 
7. Typological Principle. This refers to the idea that persons, events, or 
institutions in Old Testament salvation history were designed by God to prefigure their 
antitypical eschatological fulfillment in Christ and the gospel He brought.
133
 O. R. L. 
Crosier has argued that ―the law‖ (laws of the sacrificial system) should be understood as 
―a simplified model of the great system of redemption‖ that Jesus initiated at His first 
advent and completes at the restoration of all things after the millennium.
134
 
Having discussed the broad principles of biblical interpretation that undergirded 
White‘s theological thoughts, we can proceed to a discussion of her view of the authority 
of the Bible. Her view of the authority of Scripture is very foundational for her 
theological thought. 
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The Authority of the Bible 
Within the Seventh-day Adventist church, White is accepted as a prophetess 
raised up and endorsed by God. Her claim for the authority of what she writes is based on 
her conviction that she received visions from God. However, such a conviction did not 
lead her to exalt her writings above the Bible. Roy E. Graham argues that ―she stood 
clearly on the classic Protestant understanding of Sola Scriptura in which all other 
sources of revelation are subordinate to, and under the judgment of Scripture.‖
135
 
White never entertained the notion that her writings should take the place of the 
Bible. In a response to the critics who doubted that God revealed His plans and purposes 
to her in visions and to others who accused her of holding views that are peculiar to 
spiritualism early in her ministry, she writes, 
I recommend to you, dear reader, the word of God as the rule of your faith and 
practice. By that Word we are to be judged. God has, in that Word, promised to 
give visions in the ‗last days‘; not for a new rule of faith, but for the comfort of 
his people, and to correct those who err from bible truth.
136
 
It is thus evident that early in her ministry (1851), she points to the Bible as the standard 
of testing the veracity of anyone who may lay claim to the prophetic office. She 
continued to do this to the end of her ministry. Thus for White, the authority of the Bible 
comes from its source, that is, God, who has inspired the writers of the Bible. She sees 
her primary role as that of God‘s special messenger to the Seventh-day Adventist Church 
and her task as that of pointing people to the Bible as the inspired, authoritative Word of 
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God. Her objective is to help apply its principles to the experiences of the church and its 
members in the contemporary world and guide them in preparation for Christ‘s return.
137
 
Many of White‘s statements reflect her position on the primacy of Scripture. ―The 
Bible is God‘s voice speaking to us, just as surely as though we could hear it with our 
ears.‖
138
 ―The Holy Scriptures are to be accepted as an authoritative, infallible revelation 
of His will.‖
139
 ―In our time there is a wide departure from their [the Scriptures‘] doctrine 
and precepts, and there is need of a return to the great Protestant principle—the Bible, 
and the Bible only, as the rule of faith and duty.‖
140
 She writes elsewhere that though the 
Lord has sent us much instruction, ―little heed is given to the Bible, and the Lord has 
given a lesser light to lead men and women to the greater light.‖
141
 The ―lesser light‖ 
refers to her writings and the ―greater light‖ is the Bible, thus underlying her view on the 
primacy of Scripture. White conceives of her mission as a fulfillment of Bible prophecy, 
particularly the promise of Joel 2:28, 29, which is repeated in Acts 2:17, 18.
142
 
A careful study of her writings indicates that throughout her life she maintained 
the position that the Bible is supreme. Her works, as with every other claimed revelation, 
must be tested by Scripture. ―The Spirit was not given—nor can it ever be bestowed—to 
supersede the Bible; for the Scriptures explicitly state that the word of God is the 
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standard by which all teaching and experience must be tested.‖
143
 By ―the Spirit‖ she 
means her writings. This means that her writings are neither to be considered as an 
addition to the Scriptures,
144
 nor as a substitute for them.
145
 The writings are not designed 
to provide a shortcut to the meaning of Scripture so that they make unnecessary the need 
for a careful and serious study of the same.
146
 Thus, in White‘s view, the Scriptures are 




The purpose and range of her writings in relation to the Bible are positively 
defined. She writes: ―The Testimonies are not to belittle the word of God, but to exalt it 
and attract minds to it, that the beautiful simplicity of truth may impress all.‖
148
 In her 
opinion, the Bible is not only supreme and superior to all other writings, it is also 
sufficient.
149
 It is thus clear that White claims that the purpose of her writings is to lead 
people back to what has been revealed in the Bible. 
Though White acknowledges the primacy of the Bible, she nevertheless claims for 
her writings the same inspiration she attributes to the Bible and insists on a basic 
harmony between the two. ―The Holy Ghost is the author of the Scriptures and the author 
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of the Spirit of prophecy [i.e. her writings].‖
150
 Further, she asserts, ―In ancient times God 
spoke to men by the mouth of prophets and apostles. In these days He speaks to them by 
the testimonies of His Spirit.‖
151
 Writing in relation to the biblical basis of White‘s 
writings, Cottrell has concluded that White‘s writings are as so ―thoroughly permeated 
with Scripture‖ that ―whatever the subject, she thought—wrote—in the language and 
thought forms of Scripture.‖
152
 
The method White adopts in giving counsel in the ―testimonies‖ is to remind the 
readers or hearers of biblical principles which they are to apply in their individual lives 
and experiences.
153
 Therefore, one may conclude from her writings that she considers her 
messages to have originated from the same Spirit who was responsible for the production 
of the Scriptures. She however candidly admits that whereas the Bible is essential for 
humankind, her writings are necessary because people have failed to appropriate biblical 
teachings.
154
 White‘s view of the Bible‘s supremacy in Christian teaching leads naturally 
to an inquiry of her understanding of revelation and inspiration. ―Revelation‖ generally 
refers to the process through which the contents of Scripture emerged in the minds of the 
Bible writers, while ―inspiration‖ generally refers to the process through which the 
contents in the minds of Bible writers were communicated in oral or written forms.
155
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The process of revelation 
Roy Graham points out that there are three significant sections on this topic in her 
writings.
156
 An analysis of these more extended passages, in conjunction with other 
paragraphs scattered throughout her works, presents the following positions.
157
 White 
believes in a God who reveals himself to man. One of the means that God has employed 
in revealing himself to humanity is nature. But due to the effects of sin, nature ―cannot 
reveal the character of God in its moral perfection.‖
158
 Therefore, God has chosen to 
reveal himself to humanity in other ways, but supremely through His Son, Jesus Christ. 
―Christ came as a personal Saviour to the world. He represented a personal God.‖
159
 This 
revelation arises out of God‘s initiative to reconcile human beings to Himself.
160
 
God‘s revelation is a continuous process which is not limited to any particular 
time or method. God has communicated with human beings directly by his Spirit ―and 
divine light has been imparted to the world by revelations to His chosen servants.‖
161
 
Beginning with Moses, the inspired revelations through the prophets and, finally, through 
Christ, were then put into writing in the Bible.
162
 The Bible was produced over a period 
of sixteen hundred years by ―men who differed widely in rank and occupation, and in 
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mental and spiritual endowments.‖
163
 In spite of the diversity in the personalities and 
backgrounds of the writers of the Bible, ―in His word, God has committed to men the 
knowledge necessary for salvation.‖
164
 Although there is a diversity in the styles 
employed as well as in the nature of the subjects unfolded, yet ―the truths thus revealed 
unite to form a perfect whole, adapted to meet the wants of men in all the circumstances 
and experiences of life.‖
165
 
Regarding the production of the Bible, White writes that though God had 
especially guarded the Bible, ―yet when copies of it were few, learned men had in some 
instances changed the words, thinking that they were making it more plain, when in 
reality they were mystifying that which was plain, by causing it to lean to their 
established views, which were governed by tradition.‖
166
 But in spite of such minor 
changes, the Bible is ―a perfect chain‖ which still constitutes the Word of God.
167
 The 
production of the Scriptures has been under the direction of the Holy Spirit and that is the 
reason why she argues that ―the Holy Scriptures are to be accepted as an authoritative, 
infallible revelation of His will. They are the standard of character, the revealer of 
doctrines, and the test of experience.‖
168
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The process of inspiration 
White has written at some length on her understanding of how inspiration occurs. 
She does not hold a concept of a mechanical or verbal inspiration. She is also aware of 
copyists‘ errors and the alleged attempts of some people to make the Bible‘s meaning 
clearer by altering or adding to the manuscripts.
169
 This obviously rules out the dictation 
concept of inspiration.
170
 She argues that those to whom the revelations were given 
through the Holy Spirit ―have themselves embodied the thought in human language.‖
171
 
Each writer of Scripture brings out that aspect of the divine revelation as he is impressed 
by the Holy Spirit.
172
 She refers to the writers of the Scriptures as ―God‘s penmen, not 
His pen‖
173
 who ―selected the most expressive language through which to convey the 
truths of higher education.‖
174
 Though ―the testimony [of the Bible writers] is conveyed 
through the imperfect expression of human language,‖ White insists that it is nevertheless 
―the testimony of God.‖
175
 
Writing on the humanity of the Bible writers and its implications for the 
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interpretation of the biblical text, she argues that ―the writers of the Bible had to express 
their ideas in human language. It was written by human men.‖
176
 But they ―were inspired 
of the Holy Spirit.‖
177
 In her view, there is ―a spiritual unity, one grand golden thread 
running through the whole [of the Bible], but it requires patience, thought, and prayer to 
trace out the precious golden thread.‖
178
 She writes that ―the Bible is not given to us in 
grand superhuman language. . . . The Bible is written by inspired men, but it is not God‘s 




White asserts further that ―the divine mind and will is combined with the human 
mind and will; thus the utterances of the man are the word of God.‖
180
 Emphasizing the 
individuality of the different writers, she states that ―in the varied style of its [the Bible‘s] 
different books it presents the characteristics of the several writers.‖
181
 She elaborates 
further on inspiration by arguing that ―the Infinite One by His Holy Spirit has shed light 
into the minds and hearts of His servants. He has given dreams and visions, symbols and 
figures; and those to whom the truth was thus revealed, have themselves embodied the 
thought in human language.‖
182
 
White‘s position on inspiration as expressed in the passages quoted above shows 
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that she recognizes the existence of a ―wide contrast in style‖
183
 in the different books of 
the Bible. The personality and background of the Bible writers would naturally condition 
the expressions they employed in conveying the divine revelation.
184
 In the process of 
communicating the truth through human agents, God ―guided the mind in the selection of 
what to speak and what to write‖
185
 through the Holy Spirit. However, the fact that the 
writers were instruments whom God used did not make them omniscient. Therefore, 
―their inspiration extended only to the contents of the particular message they were asked 
to convey.‖
186
 Sometime a prophet might write on a common or personal matter without 
specific ―inspiration.‖
187
 All these resulted in the composition of the Bible which contains 
some difficulties for those who study it, which might not be resolved by finite minds.
188
 
While White allows for all the factors mentioned above at a time when this was 
not the usual position in evangelical circles, nevertheless she still writes: ―I take the Bible 
just as it is, as the Inspired Word. I believe its utterances in an entire Bible.‖
189
 She does 
not believe that it is the Bible student‘s duty to explain ―every seeming difficulty in the 
Bible‖
190
 that skeptics may bring up. Rather we should provide clear teaching on ―every 
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point essential to the salvation of the soul.‖
191
 With regard to the preservation of the text, 
White writes that ―God had faithful witnesses, to whom He committed the truth, and who 
preserved the Word of God. The manuscripts of the Hebrew and Greek Scriptures have 
been preserved through the ages by a miracle of God.‖
192
 Thus, she also believes in the 
miraculous preservation of the Bible through divine providence. 
White rejects the position that advocates ―degrees of inspiration‖ of inspired 
portions of the Bible and regards it as an inappropriate view of inspiration. She regards 
those who hold such views as having ―narrow‖ and ―shortsighted views‖ of divine 
inspiration.
193
 While she recognizes the full variety of materials in the Bible, she at the 
same time argues that their full significance could be understood only ―when viewed in 
their relation to the grand central thought.‖
194
 She defined the central thought as ―the 
redemption plan, the restoration in the human soul of the image of God.‖
195
 It is this 
central thought, which can only be properly understood by faith, that is critical in 
understanding Scripture. 
Though White recognizes the importance of reason in understanding the plan of 
redemption, she adds that reason alone is not enough. Divine illumination is 
indispensable. Whereas faith and reason must work together, nevertheless human reason 
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must ―bow‖ to the majesty of divine revelation.
196
 However, she does not depreciate the 
use of reason. In fact she argues that it is the work of educators to ―train the youth to be 
thinkers, and not mere reflectors of other men‘s thought.‖
197
 However, her concept of sin 
carries with it the conviction that human reason was adversely affected by sin and so is 
unable to cope adequately with the issues presented in Scripture.
198
 Evidently, she places 
a high premium on the priority of faith over reason. 
Interpretation of the Bible 
An essential foundation of White‘s interpretative framework is her view on the 
unity of the whole of Scripture. She holds the ―conviction that the revelation of God, and 
so of truth, is progressive.‖
199
 White writes that ―the Scriptures were given to men, not in 
a continuous chain of unbroken utterances, but piece by piece through successive 
generations.‖
200
 In her view, the whole revelation is summarized in Christ to whom all 
prior revelations point and to whom succeeding revelations refer. Her ―Great 
Controversy‖ motif unites all the biblical themes and serves as the interpretative 
framework for post-biblical church history.
201
 In these revelations, certain specific truths 
relevant to the respective historical periods in which the revelations were given have been 
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 God‘s method has not changed and He will continue to reveal Himself 
and His teachings not only in time but also in eternity.
203
 
White believes that what God has done in history He will do also in the life of the 
individual believer. She argues that ―God intends that, even in this life, truth shall be ever 
unfolding to His people‖
204
 and that ―whenever the people of God are growing in grace, 
they will be constantly obtaining a clearer understanding of His word.‖
205
 The continued 
flow of divine truth to people (the process of illumination) depends on the response to 
that which has already been received. But what is revealed in post-biblical times is not 
―new truth‖ but a ―clearer understanding‖ of what is already revealed in Scripture.
206
 
In view of the reason stated above, the believer is urged to respond positively to 
what he understands from God‘s word and to continue studying prayerfully for further 
illumination. This is God‘s purpose for his people.
207
 In order to ―lead us to a diligent 
study of the Scriptures and a most critical examination of the positions which we hold,‖ 
God may even permit heresies to come in among his people.
208
 Therefore, White warns 
that we are not to take an entrenched doctrinal position and manifest an unwillingness to 
give up or modify such a position or belief, since only God is infallible.
209
 We must be 
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willing to study Scripture thoroughly and be open to the work of the Holy Spirit in 
teaching us God‘s word.
210
 
White sees her work and writings as a part of the continuing post-pentecostal 
ministry of the Holy Spirit which ―will reach its full accomplishment in the manifestation 
of divine grace which will attend the closing work of the gospel.‖
211
 Further, she views 
herself as one who has received illumination from the Holy Spirit and whose task it is to 
bring renewed emphasis on specific biblical truths, especially the Great Controversy 
theme.
212
 Nevertheless, she is conscious of human weaknesses and inadequacies in the 
presentation of her messages
213
 and disavows infallibility for herself.
214
 
White allows for inconsequential inaccuracies of expression as the prophet 
delivers his/her messages to the people, yet without the perversion of the divine message. 
By the same token, she admits the likelihood of the same type of mistakes in her works 





 and recognizes the development of ideas in her writings.
217
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She also distinguishes between the ―sacred‖ and the ―common.‖
218
 She candidly states 
that the counsels contained in her writings are based on her study of the Bible, what God 
has revealed to her through the years of her ministry, and specific knowledge of issues 
faced by individuals and the church.
219
 
It is clearly evident that White acknowledges that there has been a steady 
development in her ideas and experience over the years which is reflected in her writings. 
It is also clear that White wants her readers to understand that her writings must be tested 
by the Scriptures and that the function of these writings, in relation to the Bible, is that of 
an illuminated commentary. The Scriptures are always to be regarded as the norm of 
belief and doctrine. Further, since the Holy Spirit who inspired the Scriptures shares in 
the unchangeableness of God‘s nature, His later progressive illuminations will 
complement, not contradict, the earlier ones.
220
 
White‘s approach to the study of the Bible is very practical. Among the qualities 
of mind she commends in those seeking for biblical truth are sincerity of purpose, 
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dedication of mind and life to the task, willingness to live in harmony with it, an earnest 
desire for it, a willingness to learn, and an open mind. In addition she commends a 
diligent and persevering systematic study combined with a patient reflection and, where 




White‘s adoption of scriptural typology is very important for an adequate 
understanding of her interpretative approach to Scripture, especially as it relates to her 
views on the relation of the Day of Atonement in the Old Testament to Christ‘s high 
priestly ministry. F. F. Bruce has defined typology as ―a way of setting forth the biblical 
history of salvation so that some of its earlier phases are seen as anticipations of later 
phases, or some later phase as the recapitulation or fulfilment of an earlier one.‖
222
 
Theologically, the ―type‖ depicted in words, descriptions, events, actions, institutions, 
and persons becomes fully apparent through the antitype that comes later.
223
 Alberto R. 
Timm has argued that the hermeneutical principles of typology and analogy of Scripture 




                                               
221E. White, Testimonies to Ministers and Gospel Workers (Mountain View: Pacific Press, 1923), 
108. See also idem, Desire of Ages, 455-456; idem, Counsels to Parents, Teachers, and Students, 463; and 
idem, Testimonies to Ministers, 476. 
222F. F. Bruce, ―Typology,‖ New Bible Dictionary (1982), 1226. 
223Gerhard F. Hasel, ―General Principles of Biblical Interpretation,‖ in Hyde, 187. 
224Alberto R. Timm, ―Historical Background of Adventist Biblical Interpretation,‖ in 
Understanding Scripture: An Adventist Approach, ed. George W. Reid (Silver Spring, MD: Biblical 
Research Institute, 2005), 7. Timm writes further, ―Believing that the relationship between the Old and the 
New Testaments was one of typological interrelationship rather than opposition, the Sabbatarians applied 
the analogy-of-Scripture principle consistently to the whole content of the Bible. The sanctuary in the OT 
was treated as a typical shadow of the sacrifice and of the priestly ministry of Christ in the NT. . . . This all-




White‘s position, based on the Sola Scriptura principle, is that theological method 
must be derived from the Bible. Two methods of doing theology resulted from this 
position. The first is the analogy of Scripture. In this method, the Bible student collects 
all Scripture passages on a certain subject, and then comparing Scripture with Scripture, 
he/she then endeavors to formulate doctrine without the contradiction. She endorses 
Miller‘s method of the analogy of Scripture.
225
 The second method is typology. It is 
intended to reveal the true meaning of the type and the fulfillment of its antitype. White 
illustrates its importance by the experience of Christ‘s disciples whose faith was founded 
on the testimony about Christ in ―the types and prophecies of the Old Testament.‖
226
 She 
argues that the typical (that is, Old Testament sacrificial) services taught ―important 
truths concerning the atonement.‖
227




She writes elsewhere, ―In the records of sacred history were traced the footsteps 
of Jehovah. The great truths set forth by the types were brought to view, and faith grasped 
the central object of all that system—the Lamb of God that was to take away the sin of 
the world.‖
229
 White argues that the Old Testament sacrifices prefigured the death of 
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Christ in which ―type met antitype‖ and were therefore no longer binding.
230
 The scope 
of the typological method includes not only Christ‘s sacrifice at the cross but also His 
heavenly high priesthood.
231
 White‘s view of scriptural typology is not only foundational 
for her views on Christ‘s high priestly ministry, but it is also the basis of her 




Centrality of the Cross 
The cross of Christ is the center of all White‘s theological writings. However, 
White utilizes the great controversy theme as the organizing concept. Writing on what 
she thinks should be the main focus for diligent ministers of the gospel, she writes: 
The sacrifice of Christ as an atonement for sin is the great truth around which all 
other truths cluster. In order to be rightly understood and appreciated, every truth 
in the Word of God from Genesis to Revelation must be studied in the light which 
streams from the cross of Calvary and in connection with the wondrous central 
truth of the Saviour‘s atonement.
233
 
About two years before the statement above, she had written on the centrality of the cross 
as follows:  
The cross of Calvary challenges, and will finally vanquish every earthly and 
Hellish power. In the cross all influence centers, and from it all influence goes 
forth. It is the great center of attraction; for on it Christ gave up His life for the 
human race. This sacrifice was offered for the purpose of restoring man to his 
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original perfection; yea, more. It was offered to give him an entire transformation 
of character, making him more than a conqueror.
234 
She argues that divine mercy and divine truth are revealed simultaneously on the cross. 
―Christ on the cross was the medium whereby mercy and truth met together, and 




In White‘s view, every other doctrine receives its influence and power from the 
achievement of Christ on the cross. The cross also reveals to us the critical importance of 
the law of God in the atonement. She writes: 
There is one great central truth to be kept ever before the mind in the searching of 
the Scriptures—Christ and Him crucified. Every other truth is invested with 
influence and power corresponding to its relation to this theme. It is only in the 
light of the cross that we can discern the exalted character of the law of God.
236 
She argues that the cross presents the law and the gospel as being essential to the 
atonement. She writes: ―Christ and Him crucified, is the message God would have His 
servants sound through the length and breadth of the world. The law and the gospel will 
then be presented as a perfect whole.‖
237
 Thus, she views the cross as the evidence that 
the law and gospel are in harmony with regard to human redemption. 
For White, genuine Christian doctrine must focus on the work of Christ on the 
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cross and the raison d‘être—the transgression of the law of God. She writes, ―Keep 
before the people the cross of Calvary. Show what caused the death of Christ—the 
transgression of the law. Let not sin be cloaked or treated as a matter of little 
consequence. It is to be presented as guilt against the Son of God.‖
238
 It is in the light of 
the cross that we can truly begin to have some appreciation for the atonement Christ 
provides for us. Without the cross, there would be no reconciliation of humanity to God. 
―To remove the cross from the Christian would be like blotting out the sun from the sky. 
The cross brings us near to God, reconciling us to Him. . . . Without the cross, man could 
have no union with the Father. On it depends our every hope.‖
239
 From the above, it is 
evident that for White, the center of a genuine Christian theology is the cross of Christ. 
Atonement as Penal Substitution 
In White‘s view, the need for atonement arises because of humanity‘s fall into sin. 
She writes in 1890 as follows: ―The fall of man filled all heaven with sorrow. The world 
that God had made was blighted with the curse of sin and inhabited by beings doomed to 
misery and death. There appeared no escape for those who had transgressed the law. . . . 
Throughout the heavenly courts there was mourning for the ruin that sin had wrought.‖
240
 
The human need for atonement is what gave rise to the substitutionary atonement that 
Christ offered to humans. 
White published a pamphlet in 1869 titled ―The Sufferings of Christ‖ and also 
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published it in Testimonies for the Church, number 17.
241
 Her view on atonement is 
clearly depicted in this pamphlet and other writings in which she explains the need for 
atonement and what God has done to atone for human sins. White‘s overall view of 
atonement includes the life, sufferings, and death of Jesus, and also His high priestly 
ministry in the heavenly sanctuary. However, in this pamphlet, she refers to atonement 
only in reference to Christ‘s life, suffering and death. In ―The Sufferings of Christ,‖ she 
depicts the sufferings of Christ during His life and ministry and the events that 
culminated in His death on the cross in order to save humanity and, in that context, uses 
the word ―atonement‖ three times.
242
 In her first reference to atonement, which occurs in 
the first paragraph, she emphasizes its importance by pointing out that the motivation for 
atonement is the love of God. She writes, 
In order to fully realize the value of salvation, it is necessary to understand what it 
cost. In consequence of limited ideas of the sufferings of Christ, many place a low 
estimate upon the great work of the atonement. The glorious plan of man‘s 
salvation was brought about through the infinite love of God and Father. In this 
divine plan is seen the most marvelous manifestation of the love of God to the 
fallen race.
243 
Stressing the importance of divine love as a motivation for atonement, Fortin has argued 
that ―the most basic aspect of Ellen White‘s theology centers on the death of Christ as a 
demonstration of the love of God for lost humanity.‖
244
 
White states that a contemplation of Calvary will stir up sacred emotions within 
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the Christian and remove pride and self-importance and help humans to do right.
245
 The 
display of such divine love at the cross was the means for implementing ―the great plan 
of redemption.‖
246
 The plan demands that Christ make a satisfaction for the claims of the 
broken law of God. She states that ―none but Christ could redeem fallen man from the 
curse of the law and bring him again into harmony with Heaven.‖
247
 The reason why 
Christ is the only one qualified is that only One who is equal with God could effect the 
plan. Though the plan of salvation had been laid before the creation of the earth, 
nevertheless, ―it was a struggle, even with the King of the universe, to yield up His Son to 
die for the guilty race.‖
248
 Only divine love can explain ―the mystery of that 
incomprehensible love.‖
249
 Human knowledge and logic cannot. 
Wood argues that most nineteenth-century Seventh-day Adventist thinkers, with 
their focus on the heavenly ministry of Christ, denied completely (implicitly or explicitly) 
the atonement of Christ on the cross. This denial, coupled with the Arian and Semi-Arian 
views of Christ held by some of these leaders,
250
 inevitably led to incomplete conceptions 
of atonement.
251
 However, unlike other Seventh-day Adventist leaders and writers who 
were her contemporaries, White‘s understanding of atonement is not limited to the 
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intercessory high priestly ministry of Christ in the heavenly sanctuary. It incorporates His 
life and sufferings, His death as our Subtitute on the cross, His high priestly ministry, and 
the final disposition of sin and sinners.
252
 
Froom points out a notable development in 1883 that reflects the breadth and 
depth of White‘s view of the atonement. In 1876, James White developed and distributed 
a copyrighted panoramic portrayal of the plan of salvation titled, ―The Way of Life,‖ with 
the subtitle, ―From Paradise Lost to Paradise Restored.‖ The law of God was the 
dominant feature of the 1876 pictorial aid, but the cross was placed to the right of center. 
Before his death in 1881, James re-designed both the picture and the caption, which were 
republished in 1883 by Ellen White.  The new caption was ―CHRIST, the Way of Life.‖ 
Instead of a tree near the center of the pictorial aid with the two tables of the law 
overshadowing everything else, a giant cross was now central in the picture.
253
 
Subsequent years would witness further developments in White‘s presentation of 
atonement. 
Though the major elements of White‘s concept of atonement as an aspect of the 
great controversy were crystallized between 1848 and 1874, the richest period of the 
articulation of the concept came after the 1888 Minneapolis General Conference 
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 It must also be pointed out that the 1890s was the ―decade of Christ‖ for 
White. It was during this time that she published Steps to Christ (1892), Thoughts from 
the Mount of Blessing (1896), Christ Our Saviour (1896), The Desire of Ages (1898), 
Christ‘s Object Lessons (1900), and scores of periodical articles. In these publications 
White elaborated her earlier theological thought on different aspects of atonement.
255
 
Satisfaction of Divine Justice 
In White‘s view, the Old Testament sacrificial system was instituted by Christ and 
it pointed to his sacrificial life, death on the cross, resurrection, and heavenly intercession. 
She writes: ―In the sacrificial offerings, type was to meet antitype in his life in the world, 
and in his death upon the cross for the sins of men.‖
256
 It is the need for the satisfaction of 
divine justice, brought about by the breaking of the law of God, that necessitated the 
introduction of the sacrificial system. Writing eight years before the quote above (1890) 
in a chapter entitled ―The Law and the Covenants‖ in Patriarchs and Prophets, White 
asserts that ―had the law of God never been transgressed, there would have been no death, 
and no need of a Saviour; consequently there would have been no need of sacrifices.‖
257
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In the same chapter, White argues that ―the law of God is as immutable as His throne‖
258
 
and ―will maintain its claims upon mankind in all ages.‖
259
 
She writes further: ―While the Saviour‘s death brought to an end the law of types 
and shadows, it did not in the least detract from the obligation of the moral law. On the 
contrary, the very fact that it was necessary for Christ to die in order to atone for the 
transgression of that law, proves it to be immutable.‖
260
 It was Christ who communicated 
to the patriarchs the plan of atonement by our ―substitute and surety‖
261
 through the 
sacrificial system.
262
 Elements of the sacrificial system symbolized different aspects of 
the atoning ministry of Jesus.
263
  
In White‘s view, there is no sharp discontinuity in God‘s method of saving people 
under the old covenant and His method for doing the same in the new covenant. In this 
connection White writes: 
God‘s work is the same in all time, although there are different degrees of 
development and different manifestations of His power, to meet the wants of men 
in the different ages. Beginning with the first gospel promise, and coming down 
through the patriarchal and Jewish ages, and even to the present time, there has 
been a gradual unfolding of the purposes of God in the plan of redemption. The 
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Saviour typified in the rites and ceremonies of the Jewish law is the very same 
that is revealed in the gospel.
264
 
In White‘s thought, the sacrificial atonement provided by Jesus was perfect 
because He was untainted by sin or any imperfection throughout His incarnation and 
earthly ministry. He gave a perfect righteousness in our stead.
265
 She adds, ―Had one 
stain of sin rested upon our Redeemer, his sacrifice would not have secured the salvation 
of man.‖
266
 Just like the clean animals that were ―without spot or blemish‖ which were 
utilized for sacrifices, so Jesus our Savior constituted a perfect atoning sacrifice. White 
shares the concept of Christ‘s substitutionary atonement with the Reformers, though she 
goes beyond their position as will be shown later. She writes: ―Christ was treated as we 
deserve, that we might be treated as He deserves. He was condemned for our sins, in 
which He had no share, that we might be justified by His righteousness, in which we had 
no share. He suffered the death which was ours, that we might receive the life which was 
His. ‗With His stripes we are healed.‘‖
267
 
White‘s position on Christ‘s substitutionary atonement means that she also 
believes in the transferal of sin from the penitent sinner to the sacrificial victim. White 
writes, 
By the act of bringing the offering to the sanctuary, the individual confessed 
himself a sinner, deserving the wrath of God, and signified his repentance and 
faith in Jesus Christ, whose blood would remove the guilt of the transgressor. By 
placing his hands upon the head of the victim the sin of the individual was 
transferred to the victim, and his suffering the sinner saw Christ typified, when he 
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should give himself as a sacrifice for our sins. The Lord signified his acceptance 
of the offering by causing it to be consumed upon the altar.
268
 
In a clear elaboration on her concept of substitutionary atonement, White 
comments on the significance of the blood of the sacrificial victim in the context of her 
discussion of the divine prohibition of the Israelites from eating blood (Lev 17:12): ―The 
blood of the Son of God was symbolized by the blood of the slain victim. . . . Blood was 
sacred, inasmuch as through the shedding of the blood of the Son of God alone could 
there be atonement for sin.‖
269
 She argues that when Jesus died on the cross, the Old 
Testament sacrificial system met its fulfillment. She writes, ―Here [at the cross] type met 
antitype. The ceremonies of the Jewish worship were then no longer needed; for the great 
Sacrifice to whom all other sacrifices pointed had now been offered.‖
270
 
Divine Justice and Divine Mercy 
In White‘s view, as our Substitute, Jesus bore the full weight of the divine wrath. 
She writes: ―As the substitute and surety for sinful man, Christ was to suffer under divine 
justice. He was to understand what justice meant. He was to know what it means for 
sinners to stand before God without an intercessor.‖
271
 On the cross ―Christ felt the 
anguish which the sinner will feel when mercy shall no longer plead for the guilty 
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 that is, at the time of God‘s final judgment. With respect to what Jesus 
experienced at the time He died on the cross as our substitute, she argues: 
The wrath of God against sin, the terrible manifestation of His displeasure 
because of iniquity, filled the soul of His Son with consternation. . . . Now with 
the terrible weight of guilt He bears, He cannot see the Father‘s reconciling face. 
The withdrawal of the divine countenance from the Saviour in this hour of 




But why must Jesus suffer under the full weight of His Father‘s wrath in our stead? White 
responds: ―Justice demands that sin be not merely pardoned, but the death penalty must 
be executed. God, in the gift of His only-begotten Son, met both these requirements. By 
dying in man‘s stead, Christ exhausted the penalty and provided a pardon.‖
274
 So Christ 
can forgive our sins because He bore them on the cross. Therefore, through the cross of 
Christ, God could put forgiveness on a moral foundation since ―the Divine Lawgiver and 
Divine Forgiver was also the Divine Victim.‖
275
 
These familiar passages from White rest on her definition of both the nature of 
human beings and eternal death. She does not believe in what she calls the ―natural 
immortality‖ of the soul, which she regards as a deception of Satan.
276
 She regards the 
death Jesus experienced as eternal. She writes: 
The Saviour could not see through the portals of the tomb. Hope did not present to 
Him His coming forth from the grave a conqueror, or tell Him of the Father‘s 
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acceptance of the sacrifice. He feared that sin was so offensive to God that Their 
separation was to be eternal. Christ felt the anguish which the sinner will feel 
when mercy shall no longer plead for the guilty race.
277
 
According to White, it was Christ‘s human nature that died on the cross, not His 
divinity. She writes, ―When Christ was crucified, it was His human nature that died. 
Deity did not sink and die; that would have been impossible.‖
278
 Elsewhere she also 
argues, ―When Christ bowed his head and died, he bore the pillars of Satan‘s kingdom 
with him to the earth. He vanquished Satan in the same nature over which in Eden Satan 
obtained the victory. The enemy was overcome by Christ in his human nature. The power 
of the Savior‘s Godhead was hidden. He overcame in human nature, relying upon God 
for power.‖
279
 In fact, she asserts that Christ could not have died for our atonement as 
God,
280
 but only by taking on human nature, even though a sinless human nature.
281
 A 
possible reason for why it is important for White that it was the human nature of Christ 
that died on the cross and not the divine nature is her theology of the Godhead, for as she 
argued above, it was ―impossible‖ for the divinity of Christ to die on the cross. 
In becoming our Substitute, Christ combines divine holiness (justice) with divine 
love (mercy). The oneness of justice and mercy as two sides of the same coin has a major 
consequence for White‘s soteriology. Lucifer had argued that the imposition of an 
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absolute divine law showed that God was a tyrant. He had argued further that if the law is 
just, it cannot be relaxed, in which case justice makes mercy impossible.
282
 It is evident 
that Lucifer had not foreseen the implications of Christ‘s death in regard to his charges 
against God‘s character and law. Through His death on the cross, Jesus brought God‘s 




White argues that ―Christ shows that in God‘s plan they [justice and mercy] are 
indissolubly joined together; the one cannot exist without the other.‖
284
 In her view, the 
law of God was not abrogated when Jesus died on the cross. It endures to the present time 
and is to be obeyed by contemporary Christians.
285
 Edward Heppenstall agrees with 
White when he argues that ―a true interpretation of Calvary must reveal the moral 
character of God in His attributes of love and justice.‖
286
 He adds that the moral necessity 
for the sacrificial atonement of the cross is based not only on God‘s love but also on His 
justice. The cross vindicates God‘s character and government.
287
 
Thus, in White‘s view, the issue is not God‘s love versus His justice. Divine love 
is a combination of infinite justice and infinite mercy and justice is a component of love, 
not a quality distinct from it. Both are aspects of God‘s love, which are mutually 
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 The law‘s role, not as savior, but as a standard for human moral 
behavior is crucial to White‘s view. She writes: ―Those only who have a just regard for 
the law of God can rightly estimate the atonement of Christ.‖
289
 Atonement on the cross 
goes beyond merely fulfilling the forensic demands of the law; it also upholds the 
sanctity and validity of the divine law and government.
290
 
In White‘s view of the cross, she combines gospel (the cross) and law (as standard 
of human moral behavior) in a manner that produces a dynamic tension that must not be 
destroyed. It is this dynamic tension that Douglass has referred to as the ―ellipse of truth‖ 
or the correlation of paradoxical truth.
291
 She writes: ―Christ and him crucified, is the 
message God would have his servants sound through the length and breadth of the world. 
The law and the gospel will then be presented as a perfect whole.‖
292
 Thus through 
utilizing the ―ellipse of truth,‖ White conjoins the two components of truth in her 
discussion of the law and the gospel, God‘s work, and human response in atonement.
293
 
In connection with Douglass‘s idea of the correlation of paradoxical truth, Wood has 
argued that in White‘s theology, ―the Deity is eternally a ‗one-ness‘ of opposites, infinite 
and personal—infinite, therefore incomprehensible to finite minds, yet personal and finite 
in the form of a Trinity.‖
294
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A prominent conclusion in White‘s theology is that atonement does not mean that 
sin must be tolerated since she upholds the continuing validity of the law in Christian life 
and theology. Neither does her concept of atonement merely cover sin. It destroys it. 
Thus in White‘s theological writings, atonement on the cross does not invalidate the law 
of God. In fact, her position is, in some respects, akin to that of Hugo Grotius‘s 
governmental theory of atonement.
295
 In White‘s thought, the attack on the validity and 
endurance of God‘s law will be ―the last great deception‖ that the devil will utilize in the 
closing scenes of the great controversy. She links the final deliverance of God‘s people 
(the ultimate goal of atonement) to the enduring validity of God‘s law.
296
 From the above, 
it is evident that the law is very central to her understanding of atonement. 
How White resolves the apparent conflict between God‘s justice and love fits her 
great controversy thematic structure. It brings out an aspect of atonement that is unique to 
her, that is, the effect of Christ‘s atoning life and death on angels and the unfallen worlds. 
She writes, ―To the angels and the unfallen worlds the cry, ‗It is finished,‘ had a deep 
significance. It was for them as well as for us that the great work of redemption had been 
accomplished. They with us share the fruits of Christ‘s victory.‖
297
 She states that 
―without the cross they [the unfallen angels] would be no more secure against evil than 
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were the angels before the fall of Satan.‖
298
 Thus Christ‘s atonement has salvific 
repercussions for human believers on earth as well as angels and other dwellers of the 
unfallen worlds in the sense that it confirms them in their loyalty to God. 
Identity of the Substitute 
In White‘s thought, the reason why Christ is the One who alone is qualified to 
atone for our sins is because He is divine, perfect, and sinless.
299
 But in order to offer 
Himself in sacrificial atonement, he had to take up human nature.
300
 In a lengthy passage 
(1900), she argues that the reason He could be our Redeemer who guarantees our 
salvation is that He is ―equal with God, infinite and omnipotent,‖ and ―is the eternal, self-
existing Son.‖
301
 Therefore, Jesus could provide the atonement for us because of who He 
is; He is God. Since He is divine, He is perfect and sinless. She writes, ―Christ could not 
have done this work had He not been personally spotless. Only One who was Himself 
perfection could be at once the sin bearer and the sin pardoner. He stands before the 




White believes that our substitute who died for us is fully God. Advancing her 
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position on the Trinity, She writes: 
The Father is all the fullness of the Godhead bodily, and is invisible to mortal 
sight. The Son is all the fullness of the Godhead manifested. The Word of God 
declares Him to be ‗the express image of His person.‘ . . . The Comforter that 
Christ promised to send after He ascended to heaven, is the Spirit in all the 
fullness of the Godhead, making manifest the power of divine grace to all who 
receive and believe in Christ as a personal Saviour. There are three living persons 
of the heavenly trio.
303
 
In what is probably her greatest book on the life of Christ, she writes (1898) that ―in 
Christ is life, original, unborrowed, underived.‖
304
 Thus it is clear that for her, the only 
one who could be our Savior is one who is equal with the Father and is thus fully divine. 
White warns against a false dichotomy between the members of the Godhead. 
While Christ ―suffers under divine justice,‖ and the Father frequently represents that 
justice, nevertheless, ―God himself was crucified with Christ, for Christ was one with the 
Father.‖
305
 So solid is her stand on the full deity of Christ that she calls the denial of the 
full deity of Christ and His eternal pre-existence a ―dangerous error.‖
306
 With reference to 
those who hold this error, she asserts, ―None who hold this error can have a true 
conception of the character or the mission of Christ, or of the great plan of God for man‘s 
redemption.‖
307
 Therefore to understand atonement is to understand that in the 
incarnation, Jesus was fully divine. Jesus was able to do the work of atonement because 
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of who He is. 
However it does appear that there was a development in White‘s presentation of 
her understanding of the Trinity. Eric Webster argues that, over the period from 1858 to 
1915, there is a progressive clarity in her presentation of the nature and person of 
Christ.
308
 This is contrary to Erwin Gane who has contended that there was no such 
development in her writings.
309
 Webster has convincingly shown that there is a 
discernible development in her Trinitarian thought over time which he divides into three 
major periods: (1)1850-1870; (2)1870-1890; and (3)1890-1915.
310
 Webster notes that 
though White‘s writings show evidence of development in the clarity of the presentation 
of her Christology, she does not contradict herself. Her earlier writings contain the 
germinal thought, which she expanded and further refined over the years.
311
 
Achievement of the Cross and Scope of Atonement 
Before discussing the images of atonement that White employs and her view of 
the extent of atonement, it is important to point out one particular aspect of her atonement 
thought which distinguishes her from other Protestant and evangelical writers on 
atonement. This relates to her view of atonement in phases. 
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 of Atonement 
Wood has rightly argued that the key element in White‘s presentation of the 
atonement is the idea that ―the entire incarnation is one phase (among several) of the 
atonement.‖
313
 Heppenstall presents atonement in three stages, namely at the cross, in the 
High Priestly ministry of Jesus, and through judgment.
314
 In a similar vein, Fortin has 
pointed out that White uses the term atonement in three different ways which ranged 
―from a specific, focused meaning to a broad meaning,‖
315
 including Calvary as a 
complete atonement, His high priestly ministry in the heavenly sanctuary, and His entire 
life of suffering.
316
 In light of the foregoing arguments, it thus appears that White 
presents atonement in four phases, as will be discussed below. It must be pointed out that 
the phases overlap and, therefore, are not strictly chronological. 
In the first phase, she uses the term to describe Calvary as a complete atonement. 
Writing in reference to Abel‘s action in bringing a sacrificial animal to offer to God, she 
writes, ―He brought the slain victim, the sacrificed life, thus acknowledging the claims of 
the law that had been transgressed. Through the shed blood he looked to the future 
sacrifice, Christ dying on the cross of Calvary; and trusting in the atonement that was 
there to be made, he had the witness that he was righteous, and his offering accepted.‖
317
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In connection with the idea that the atonement of Christ on Calvary is a 
fulfillment of the Old Testament sacrificial system and a confirmation of the continuing 
validity of the Law of God, White writes, ―The brightness of the Father‘s glory, and the 
excellence and perfection of his sacred law, are only understood through the atonement 
made upon Calvary by his dear Son; but even the atonement loses its significance when 
the law of God is rejected.‖
318
 A year after the 1888 General Conference, she asserted: 
―The great sacrifice of the Son of God was neither too great nor too small to accomplish 
the work. In the wisdom of God it was complete; and the atonement made testifies to 
every son and daughter of Adam the immutability of God‘s law.‖
319
 So White views the 
atonement on the cross as ―complete.‖ 
In White‘s view, Christ‘s death on the cross makes certain the eventual 
destruction of Satan and ensures that ―the atonement will never need to be repeated.‖
320
 
In reference to Christ‘s sacrifice on the cross, she writes, ―He planted the cross between 
heaven and earth, and when the Father beheld the sacrifice of His Son, He bowed before 
it in recognition of its perfection. ‗It is enough,‘ He said. ‗The atonement is 
complete.‘‖
321
 It is very clear that in the references above and similar ones, the meaning 
of atonement is focused on the event of the cross. 
In the second phase, White expands the concept of atonement to include the high 
priestly ministry of Christ in the heavenly sanctuary. In these instances, she refers to 
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321E. White, ―Without Excuse,‖ Review and Herald, September 24, 1901, 615. White states that at 
the cross, Christ‘s ―atonement for the sins of his people had been full and ample.‖ Spirit of Prophecy, 4 
vols. (Battle Creek, MI: Seventh-day Adventist Publication, 1870-1884), 3:202-203. 
 
250 
Christ as ministering the benefits of the complete atoning sacrifice made at the cross on 
behalf of repentant sinners. She writes, ―The great Sacrifice had been offered and had 
been accepted, and the Holy Spirit which descended on the day of Pentecost carried the 
minds of the disciples from the earthly sanctuary to the heavenly, where Jesus had 
entered by His own blood, to shed upon His disciples the benefits of His atonement.‖
322
 
Further she argues that ―it is those who by faith follow Jesus in the great work of 
the atonement [that is, in the Most Holy Place of the heavenly sanctuary] who receive the 
benefits of His mediation in their behalf.‖
323
 Thus, it is clear that in some instances, she 
refers to the high priestly ministry of Christ as atonement, and not just a means of 
granting the benefits of atonement to the believers. She argues that Christ ―is making 
intercession and atonement for his people who believe in Him‖ in the heavenly 
sanctuary.
324
 It is thus evident that she sees Christ‘s heavenly ministry as an essential part 
of His work of redemption. Due to the importance that is attached to this phase of 
atonement in White‘s thought, it will be discussed in more detail later on. 
In the third phase, White employs the term ―atonement‖ in a broader sense and 
embraces Christ‘s life of suffering and the entire work of redemption. She argues, ―We 
should take broader and deeper views of the life, sufferings, and death of God‘s dear Son. 
When the atonement is viewed correctly, the salvation of souls will be felt to be of 
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 In addition, ―his whole life was a preface to His death on the cross.‖
326
 
Therefore, for White, ―atonement is a process in time whose parts cannot be divorced‖
327
 
from one another.  
One of White‘s common phrases for the incarnation is the ―sufferings of Christ.‖ 
She displays a highly developed sense of the cause of His lifelong suffering. She writes, 
―The suffering of Christ was in correspondence with his spotless purity; his depth of 
agony, proportionate to the dignity and grandeur of his character.‖
328
 In a more extended 
passage on the sufferings of Christ, she writes: ―The finite can only endure the finite 
measure, and human nature succumbs; but the nature of Christ had a greater capacity for 
suffering; for the human existed in the divine nature, and created a capacity for suffering 
to endure that which resulted from the sins of a lost world.‖
329
 
But while Christ‘s suffering in the presence of sin was unmitigated throughout 
His life, His suffering ―under the weight of sins of the whole world constituted atonement 
in a special sense.‖
330
 The atonement on the cross was thus unique. White argues that 
Christ bore on the cross the divine wrath against all sin and suffered eternal separation 
from God. She states further that ―by every act of humiliation or suffering Christ was 
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bruising the head of His adversary. . . . While Christ endured the contradiction of sinners 
against Himself, He was paying the debt for sinful man and breaking the bondage in 
which humanity had been held.‖
331
 
In the wilderness of temptation, in the garden of Gethsemane, and on the cross, 
the destiny of the world hung in the balance and in each instance Christ faced eternal 
separation from God. In each event His human nature was nearly destroyed and He 
nearly died. However, He was victorious in behalf of humankind in each of the events.
332
 
Furthermore, she writes, 
The humiliation and agonizing sufferings of Christ in the wilderness of temptation 
were for the race. . . . Man had separated himself at such distance from God by 
transgression of His law that he could not humiliate himself before God in any 
degree proportionate to the magnitude of his sin. The Son of God could fully 
understand the aggravating sins of the transgressor, and in His sinless character 
He alone could make an acceptable atonement for man in suffering the agonizing 
sense of His Father‘s displeasure.
333
 
In White‘s view, Christ‘s suffering in Gethsemane was real, vicarious, and 
substitutionary.
334
 The suffering emanating from His decision to bear human sin and its 
consequences was so much that in both the wilderness temptation and in Gethsemane, it 
was divine intervention that revived Christ and prevented His death. However, such 
intervention was not present at the cross. On the cross, Christ experienced the second 
death in place of sinful humans. 
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From the above, it is clear that White uses the term ―atonement‖ in different ways. 
Many times she uses it to refer to the transaction of the cross. At other instances she 
employs it to refer to either the high priestly ministry of Christ or His life of suffering 
during the incarnation for our redemption and His entire work of human redemption. The 
fourth phase of atonement will be discussed later on under the different phases of 
judgment in White‘s thought. It is evident that White views atonement as a process in 
phases. In expressing her thought on atonement, she employs certain theological images. 
Images of Atonement 
Paul R. Eddy and James Beilby have argued that theories of the atonement that 
fall within the objective paradigm generally emphasize such New Testament motives as 
vicarious suffering, sacrifice, justification, and propitiation/expiation.
335
 This is true in 
the case of White‘s atonement theology. She presents her understanding of the salvific 
results of the life, death, resurrection, and heavenly sanctuary ministry of Christ under 
images of atonement, which combines the different New Testament motives. 
In this connection, Fritz Guy suggests that there is not one classical theory under 
which White‘s thought on atonement can be exclusively categorized.
336
 He adds that her 
―view of atonement is a more adequate expression of the Biblical witness and its 
interpretation‖ than is any of the historic views of atonement.
337
 Further, he suggests that 
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her position has some important similarities to, as well as differences from, the distinctive 
ingredients in all the classical theories of atonement.
338
 
It has been noted that the person and work of Christ are closely linked together 
and, therefore, should not be separated.
339
 Hence it is clear that who Jesus Christ is 
determines his work in atonement. This close link between the person and work of Christ 
is very evident in White‘s thought. Webster suggests that White emphasizes at least five 
main aspects of the work of Christ. They are (1) Christ‘s substitutionary work of 
obedience and atonement, (2) His revelation of the character of the Father, (3) His 
vindication of God‘s law and government, (4) His example which serves as a pattern and 
model, and (5) His empowerment in the life of the redeemed.
340
 Fortin has also suggested 




Christ as Substitute and Surety 
White‘s presentation of Christ as our ―substitute and surety‖ will be discussed in 
three aspects: penal substitution, satisfaction, and imputation of justification inasmuch as 
her presentation of Christ‘s substitutionary death incorporates these three aspects. 
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Of all the different aspects of the work of Christ, the one White emphasizes most 
prominently is His penal substitutional work of atonement.
342
 She writes that ―Christ 
consented to die in the sinner's stead, that man, by a life of obedience, might escape the 
penalty of the law of God.‖
343
 In reference to the cross, she argues that ―the glorious 
Redeemer of a lost world was suffering the penalty of man‘s transgression of the Father‘s 
law.‖
344
 Elsewhere, she writes, ―Upon Christ as our substitute and surety was laid the 
iniquity of us all. He was counted a transgressor, that He might redeem us from the 




In her classic on the life of Christ, she writes, ―Christ was treated as we deserve, 
that we might be treated as He deserves. He was condemned for our sins, in which He 
had no share, that we might be justified by His righteousness, in which we had no share. 
He suffered the death which was ours, that we might receive the life which was His. 
‗With His stripes we are healed.‘‖
346
 White also believes that in order to be our Substitute, 
in addition to being fully divine,
347
 Christ also had to possess human nature.
348
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She uses the term ―Substitute and Surety‖ primarily to refer to Christ‘s atoning 
death on Calvary on behalf of sinners. As ―substitute,‖ He suffered the punishment for sin 
in our stead and as ―surety,‖ He guaranteed that all our debts and obligations to God and 
His law would be met.
349
 Because He was guiltless and innocent, His death was 
substitionary.
350
 She also asserts, ―Guiltless, he [Christ] bore the punishment of the guilty; 
innocent, yet offering himself to bear the penalty of the transgression of the law of 
God.‖
351
 The punishment of the sins of every soul was borne by the Son of the infinite 
God. It is thus very clear that she subscribes to a penal-substitution view of atonement.
352
 
Satisfaction of divine justice 
The satisfaction model of atonement is closely linked to that of penal-substitution 
in White‘s thought.
353
 It emphasizes that Christ‘s death satisfied a principle in the very 
nature of God the Father
354
 and His law which is a reflection of His character. She writes 
that ―by His perfect obedience He [Christ] has satisfied the claims of the law, and my 
only hope is found in looking to Him as my substitute and surety, who obeyed the law 
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 She also argues that ―Christ made satisfaction for the guilt of the 
whole world, and all who will come to God in faith, will receive the righteousness of 
Christ.‖
356
 White adds that in the death of Christ, divine justice is ―satisfied in the 
righteous substitute.‖
357




Writing of the uniqueness of Christ to provide satisfaction for the broken law, 
White writes,―The divine Son of God was the only sacrifice of sufficient value to fully 
satisfy the claims of God‘s perfect law.‖
359
 In view of its value, the Father ―is satisfied 
with the atonement made‖
360
 on Calvary. 
Imputation of justification 
In White‘s thought, ―justification is a full, complete pardon of sin.‖
361
 She states 
that at the very moment a sinner accepts Christ by faith, he is pardoned and the 
righteousness of Christ is imputed to him.
362
 All that the sinner needs to do is to ―simply 
grasp by faith the free and ample provision made in the blood of Christ.‖
363
 The sinner 
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must personally accept the atonement provided on Calvary if Christ‘s righteousness is to 
be imputed to the sinner‘s account.
364
 
Writing further on imputation of justification, she writes, ―Justification is the 
opposite of condemnation. God‘s boundless mercy is exercised toward those who are 
wholly undeserving. He forgives transgressions and sins for the sake of Jesus, who has 
become the propitiation for our sins. Through faith in Christ, the guilty transgressor is 
brought into favor with God and into the strong hope of life eternal.‖
365
 Thus the exercise 
of the will depicted in the personal faith of the sinner in Christ is critical for the 
appropriation of Christ‘s atonement for the sinner‘s justification. 
However, White does not stop at the momentary justification of the sinner, but 
equally emphasizes spiritual growth of the justified sinner when she argues that 
―justification by faith in Christ will be made manifest in transformation of character.‖
366
 
She adds that ―Christ bore the penalty that would have fallen upon the transgressor; and 
through faith the helpless, hopeless sinner becomes a partaker of the divine nature.‖
367
 
Therefore as our ―Substitute and Surety,‖ Jesus not only died in our stead on Calvary and 
satisfied the claims of God‘s holy law, he also justifies us by imputing His perfect 
righteousness to us, while He takes the consequences of our sins on Himself. 
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Christ’s Revelation of the 
Character of the Father 
White also believes Christ came to reveal the character of the Father. She writes, 
―It was to give in his own life a revelation of his Father‘s character, that Christ came in 
the form of humanity.‖
368
 The reason why Jesus could represent the Father and reveal His 
character was that Jesus was one with God in nature and character.
369
 In a succinct 
statement on the importance of the divinity of Christ to atonement, White asserts, ―In 
Christ is life, original, unborrowed, underived. . . . The divinity of Christ is the believer‘s 
assurance of eternal life.‖
370
 It is clear that for White, Christ must be of the same nature 
as the Father if He is to truly reveal Him to humans. She argues that there is no other way 
for us to fully know God, except through Christ. Since nature is imperfect, it cannot by 
itself give us a perfect knowledge of God.
371
 Therefore, Jesus Christ came to the world to 
reveal the character of God to humanity. 
However, in White‘s view, the sacrificial offering of Jesus on the cross is the 
greatest demonstration of the self-giving and holy love of God for sinful humans.
372
 In 
that connection, she writes, ―Oh what love, what wondrous love the Father has shown in 
the gift of his beloved Son for this fallen race! And this Sacrifice is a channel for the 
outflow of his infinite love, that all who believe on Jesus Christ may . . . receive full and 
                                               
368E. White, ―Lessons from the Life of Solomon,‖ Review and Herald, December 7, 1905, 10. See 
also idem, ―Search the Scriptures,‖ Review and Herald, July 26, 1892, 465. 
369E. White, ―Even So Send I You,‖ Review and Herald, June 25, 1895, 401; idem, ―A Habitation 
of the Spirit,‖ Review and Herald, December 31, 1908, 8. 
370E. White, Desire of Ages, 530. 
371E. White, ―The Revelation of God,‖ Review and Herald, March 17, 1904, 8. 
372E. White, ―Christ Our Sacrifice,‖ 593; idem, ―The High Calling of God in Christ Jesus,‖ Review 
and Herald, October 7, 1890, 609; idem, Desire of Ages, 22; idem, Testimonies for the Church, 2:207. 
 
260 
free restoration to the favor of Heaven.‖
373
 In another place, she writes, ―His [Christ‘s] 
death on the cross was an exhibition of the unselfishness of God. Infinite benevolence 
poured out all heaven‘s treasures in this one gift to rescue man from Satan‘s power. 
Through the revelation of the love of God on the cross of Calvary the real character of the 
work of Satan and his agencies was demonstrated.‖
374
 She asserts that the ―broader and 
deeper purpose‖ of atonement ―was to vindicate the character of God before the 
universe.‖
375




Vindication of God’s Law 
and Government 
White argues that another important reason for Christ‘s coming to the world was 
that He might vindicate God‘s law and government. Satan won some of the angels to his 
side by ―suggesting thoughts of criticism regarding the government of God‖ among 
them.
377
 For this reason, Christ came to demonstrate through a life of obedience the 
justice of God‘s law and requirements to both humans and angels. A vindication of God‘s 
law is also a vindication of His character of selfless love. She writes further, ―The act of 
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Christ in dying for the salvation of man would not only make heaven accessible to men, 
but before all the universe it would justify God and His Son in their dealing with the 
rebellion of Satan.‖
378
 Therefore, the cross is a vindication of the divine government. 
In White‘s view, the cross convincingly demonstrates that the divine government 
is based on selfless-love.
379
 She argues that though the life of Christ was a vindication of 
God‘s law, character, and government, His death was a more powerful vindication of the 
same. She argues that ―the flowing blood [of the sacrificial victim] also signified an 
atonement, and pointed forward to a Redeemer who would one day come to the world 
and die for the sins of man, thus fully vindicating his Father‘s law.‖
380
 In her view, the 
event of the cross guarantees the redemption of humankind, makes certain the destruction 
of sin and Satan, and ensures that God‘s universe is eternally secure.
381
 Thus, White 
views both the life and atoning death of Christ as a complete vindication of God‘s 
character, law, and government. 
Pattern 
White also regards Christ as our example in all things, especially in His obedience 
to the Father. She writes: ―As the Son of man, He gave us an example of obedience; as 
the Son of God, He gives us power to obey.‖
382
 She refers to Christ as Model, Exemplar, 
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Association, 1877), 2:86. 
 







 For her, it is our privilege to live as Christ lived and follow the pattern set 
by Him.
384
 She presents a paradoxical thought when she argues that we may receive 
divine power as Christ did while also indicating that though we are to follow the pattern, 
we will never equal it.
385
 
For her, Christ is the pattern we are to imitate. Writing in connection with the 
need for regular Bible study through which we become increasingly acquainted with 
Jesus, White writes, ―The Pattern must be inspected often and closely in order to imitate 
it. As one becomes acquainted with the history of the Redeemer, he discovers in himself 
defects of character; his unlikeness to Christ is so great that he sees he cannot be a 
follower without a very great change in his life. Still he studies, with a desire to be like 
his great Exemplar.‖
386
 He is the ―pattern man‖ who was as certainly fulfilling His 
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White has also argued that Christ came to this world to make available to us the 
power to live a new life so we can follow His example. Through Christ, we become 
partakers of the divine nature,
388
 overcome hereditary and cultivated tendencies to evil
389
 
and have the moral image of God restored in us.
390
 In her view, as Christ imparts His 
righteousness to humans, they are enabled to keep the law.
391
 As human beings become 
partakers of the divine nature, they grow increasingly more like the Savior until they 
reach perfection.
392
 White clearly emphasizes the exemplary function of Christ‘s work 
and His continuous provision of power for humans to live sanctified lives through His 
grace. 
Christ’s Ultimate Victory 
Over Evil and Satan 
White agrees with the so-called ―classical theory‖ of atonement which affirms 
that Calvary was the sign of Christ‘s ultimate victory over the powers of evil and Satan 
himself. Writing of the crucifixion of Jesus and its meaning, she writes, ―He was about to 
ransom His people with His own blood. He was paying the just claims of God‘s holy law. 
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This was the means through which an end was to be finally made of sin and Satan, and 
his host to be vanquished.‖
393
 Elsewhere she writes, ―In the death of Christ upon the cross, 
angels had seen the pledge of final victory over the powers of darkness. In the slain 
Saviour sleeping in Joseph‘s tomb, angels beheld the mighty Conqueror.‖
394
 
Summary of Images of Atonement 
Though she employs different images to present her understanding of the 
atonement, nevertheless, it is the penal-substitution theory that seemed to predominate in 
the writings of White on atonement. In her thought, this view is closely related to the 
satisfaction theory. Christ is the sinner‘s substitute who bore the penalty in order to 
satisfy the holy requirements of God‘s justice. It is usually in the context of penal-
substitution that she discusses the theme of justification by faith. Essentially her position 
is that God can justify sinners because Jesus has satisfied God‘s just requirement by both 
His perfect obedience to the law and by bearing the penalty of the broken law as the 
sinner‘s substitute.
395
 In this regard, White has written: 
Christ bore the penalty that would have fallen upon the transgressor; and through 
faith the helpless, hopeless sinner becomes a partaker of the divine nature, 
escaping the corruption that is in the world through lust. . . . Christ rendered 
perfect obedience to the law, and man could not possibly obey the holy precepts 
had it not been for the provision that was made for the salvation of the fallen sons 
and daughters of Adam.
396
 
Christ‘s substitutionary atonement originates in God‘s love for us. White argues 
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that ―the atonement of Christ was not made in order to induce God to love those whom he 
otherwise hated; it was not made to produce a love that was not in existence; but it was 
made as a manifestation of the love that was already in God‘s heart.‖
397
 In her classic on 
the life of Christ, Desire of Ages, White has written on what Christ‘s substitutionary 
atonement involves. She writes, ―Christ was treated as we deserve, that we might be 
treated as He deserves. He was condemned for our sins, in which He had no share, that 
we might be justified by His righteousness, in which we had no share. He suffered the 
death which was ours, that we might receive the life which was His.‖
398
 Therefore, the 
atonement originates from the love of God; God does not love us because of the 
atonement provided on the cross. 
In light of her argument presented above, it is clear that White employs the 
different images of atonement (theories) in mutually complementary, but not 
contradictory, ways. Nevertheless, one must point out that the heart of her atonement 
thought centers in the concepts of penalty, substitution, and satisfaction. For the believer, 
the concepts of penalty, substitution, and satisfaction become the foundation of all 
significant victory over sin and sinfulness.
399
 Whidden concludes that ―the heart of her 
atonement thought revolved around the dialectic of law and grace, justice and mercy and 
the demonstration of this right relationship in the life of Christ—and ultimately—in the 
believer.‖
400
 In this way, the death of Christ becomes the basis of a universal vindication 
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of God. The dialectic of justice and mercy permeates all that God does in the process of 
atonement. 
Cross and Resurrection 
In White‘s writings, the resurrection is the public expression of the Father‘s 
―satisfaction in the atoning work‖ of Christ on behalf of humans and ―was the Father‘s 
seal to the mission of Christ.‖
401
 But the resurrection is not only a public expression of 
the Father‘s satisfaction with the atonement on the cross, but it is also seen as the 
gateway from the atonement on the cross to the continuing atonement in the heavenly 
sanctuary. White writes: ―The intercession of Christ in man‘s behalf in the sanctuary 
above is as essential to the plan of salvation as was His death upon the cross. By His 




In His resurrection, Christ, as ―the first fruits,‖ ―represented the great spiritual 
harvest to be gathered for the kingdom of God. His resurrection is the type and pledge of 
the resurrection of all the righteous dead.‖
403
 Thus, in His resurrection, He represented all 
those who would benefit from His work of atonement on the cross and who are thus 
qualified by Him to be raised to eternal life at His second coming. 
Scope of Atonement 
According to White, the atonement of Christ is not limited to the ―elect‖ only but 
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embraces everyone who has ever lived. Though all humans are sinners by nature, yet all 
are potential candidates for salvation by virtue of Christ‘s atonement provided on the 
cross for all who will have faith in Him.
404
 She writes, 
But the atonement for a lost world was to be full, abundant, and complete. 
Christ‘s offering was exceedingly abundant to reach every soul that God had 
created. It could not be restricted so as not to exceed the number who would 
accept the great Gift. All men are not saved; yet the plan of redemption is not a 
waste because it does not accomplish all that its liberality has provided for. There 
must be enough and to spare.
405
 
Thus, White believes that Christ‘s death was for all humanity, and the provision of 
atonement exceeds the number of those who would accept the divine gift. Her position is 
contrary to the Calvinistic position of a restricted atonement for only those who have 
been divinely predestined to accept salvation. In her comment on Christ‘s prayer for 
God‘s forgiveness for those who crucified Him, White comments thus, ―That prayer of 
Christ for His enemies embraced the world. It took in every sinner that had lived or 
should live, from the beginning of the world to the end of time. Upon all rests the guilt of 
crucifying the Son of God. To all, forgiveness is freely offered. ‗Whosoever will‘ may 
have peace with God, and inherit eternal life.‖
406
 
Thus in White‘s view and, in agreement with Arminian theology, she argues that 
while God offers salvation to all, it is still left to the human being to accept or reject the 
offer of salvation. While provision for salvation of all has been achieved at the cross, 
people are saved only when the provision is accepted. Thus it is clear that White clearly 
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rejects Calvinism, though she did not name that system in her writings. William G. 
McLoughlin argues that the ―larger view‖ of the atonement held by White is 
characteristic of the revivalism of the period between 1800 and 1860 during which there 
was a doctrinal shift in American Christian thought from Calvinism to Arminianism.
407
 
McLoughlin adds that during this period (1800-1860), ―Americans ceased to 
believe . . . in the doctrines of predestination and election preached by Edwards and 
Whitefield; they could no longer accept the notion that men were too depraved to play 
any part in their own salvation.‖
408
 In this connection, White writes: 
The doctrine of the divine decrees, unalterably fixing the character of men, had 
led many to a virtual rejection of the law of God. Wesley steadfastly opposed the 
errors of the antinomian teachers and showed that this doctrine which led to 
antinomianism was contrary to the Scriptures. . . . The Spirit of God is freely 
bestowed to enable every man to lay hold upon the means of salvation. . . . Men 
fail of salvation through their own willful refusal of the gift of life.
409
 
Twenty-one years before the statement above, she articulates a syngergistic 
position on atonement, ―All who hope to be saved by the merits of the blood of Christ 
should realize that they themselves have something to do in securing their salvation. 
While it is Christ alone that can redeem us from the penalty of transgression, we are to 
turn from sin to obedience. Man is to be saved by faith, not by works; yet his faith must 
be shown by his works.‖
410
 It is therefore in line with her understanding of Scripture that 
she rejects the Calvinistic doctrine of divine decrees but instead emphasizes the human 
response to the offer of divine atonement. It is clear that while White argues for a 
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universal scope of atonement, she clearly does not subscribe to universalism.
411
 
High Priestly Ministry of Christ 
As discussed above, White views atonement as progressing through different 
phases as God works out His plan for our salvation. She uses the term ―atonement‖ in 
three different senses, hence the first three phases discussed earlier. She sometimes 
specifically employs the term as a reference to the result of Christ‘s death on the cross. At 
other times, she uses it to refer to the high priestly ministry of Christ. Also, she employs 
the term to refer to the whole plan of redemption.
412
 The fourth phase is implicit in her 
treatment of judgment as the culmination of atonement and will be treated separately. In 
her use of the term as a reference to the high priestly ministry of Christ and its salvific 
result, she writes, ―Now Christ is in the heavenly sanctuary. And what is He doing? 
Making atonement for us,
413
 cleansing the sanctuary from the sins of the people.‖
414
 Thus, 
she links the ―cleansing‖ of the sanctuary (Dan 8:14) to the ongoing work of atonement. 
Viewing atonement on the cross as the necessary prelude to atonement through 
the high priestly ministry of Christ in the heavenly sanctuary, White argues that Christ 
ascended to His Father after He fulfilled ―the condition of the atonement,‖ wrested the 
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kingdom from Satan and thus became the heir of all things.
415
 Upon His ascension to the 
right hand of the Father, certain significant events took place. He ―was enthroned amidst 
the adoration of the angels‖
416
 and was glorified with the glory which He had with the 
Father from all eternity. Once the inauguration ceremony was accomplished, the Holy 
Spirit descended in rich currents and in power upon the waiting disciples in Jerusalem. 
This was the signal to the waiting disciples on earth that Jesus Christ had been enthroned 
as both Priest and King.
417
 
White graphically depicts Christ in His offices of Priest and King in a sitting 
mode at the right hand of the Father while ministering in the heavenly sanctuary as our 
High Priest. She sees Christ serving as both Advocate and Judge throughout the Christian 
dispensation. Christ introduces the redeemed to His Father as His friends through the 
merits of His blood and from the heavenly sanctuary, He bestows on His followers the 
―benefits of His atonement.‖
418
 Emphasizing the necessity of faith on the part of believers, 
she asserts that ―it is those who by faith follow Jesus in the great work of the atonement 
who receive the benefits of His mediation in their behalf, while those who reject the light 
which brings to view this work of ministration are not benefited thereby.‖
419
 She also 
writes that the Holy Spirit also is intimately connected with the work of atonement since 
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He intercedes for us.
420
 Thus it is evident that she believes that all the members of the 
Trinity are involved in atonement. 
White writes, ―The intercession of Christ in man‘s behalf in the sanctuary above 
is as essential to the plan of salvation as was His death upon the cross. By His death He 
began that work which after His resurrection He ascended to complete in heaven.‖
421
 The 
high priestly intercession of Christ is essential to her view of atonement because, as 
shown earlier, she rejects the doctrine of divine decrees. In her view, the benefits of the 
atoning sacrifice must be personally applied to the believer for it to be effective. 
Commenting on the Passover event (Exod 12), she writes, ―It was not enough that the 
paschal lamb be slain; its blood must be sprinkled upon the doorposts; so the merits of 
Christ‘s blood must be applied to the soul. We must believe, not only that He died for the 
world, but that He died for us individually. We must appropriate to ourselves the virtue of 
the atoning sacrifice.‖
422
 Christ applies the benefits of the atonement He provided on the 
cross to the believer through His high priestly ministry. 
White presents Christ as fulfilling the type of both the daily and the yearly 
Levitical priestly ministration in two consecutive periods from His inauguration until the 
consummation of all things. Thus she sees Christ as fulfilling the first apartment (Holy 
Place) phase of His heavenly ministry from His ascension to 1844, and as fulfilling the 
second apartment (Most Holy Place) phase from 1844 to the close of human probation. 
While the first apartment ministry is focused on His intercession, the second apartment 
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ministry is focused on His work of judgment or what is also referred to as the final 
atonement.
423
 Christ‘s ministry in the first apartment of the heavenly sanctuary consists 
of His heavenly intercessory mediation in which He pleads His blood on behalf of 
repentant sinners before the Father.
424
 This intercession continues during His ministry in 
the second apartment. 
Heavenly Mediation 
White carefully outlines the earthly sanctuary services as types of the heavenly 
priestly ministry of Christ. She writes, ―The ministration of the earthly sanctuary 
consisted of two divisions; the priests ministered daily in the holy place, while once a 
year the high priest performed a special work of atonement in the most holy, for the 
cleansing of the sanctuary.‖
425
 In the first division, each day, ―the repentant sinner 
brought his offering to the door of the tabernacle and, placing his hand upon the victim‘s 
head, confessed his sins, thus in figure transferring them from himself to the innocent 
sacrifice. The animal was then slain.‖
426
 
In the light of Lev 17:11
427
 (which she quotes), White writes further, 
The broken law of God demanded the life of the transgressor. The blood, 
representing the forfeited life of the sinner, whose guilt the victim bore, was 
carried by the priest into the holy place and sprinkled before the veil, behind 
which was the ark containing the law that the sinner had transgressed. By this 
ceremony the sin was, through the blood, transferred in figure to the sanctuary. In 
some cases the blood was not taken into the holy place; but the flesh was then to 
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be eaten by the priest, as Moses directed the sons of Aaron, saying: ―God hath 
given it you to bear the iniquity of the congregation.‖ Lev 10:17. Both ceremonies 
alike symbolized the transfer of the sin from the penitent to the sanctuary.
428
 
Clearly underlining the crucial importance of the heavenly sanctuary ministry of 
Christ for Seventh-day Adventist theology, White writes, ―The correct understanding of 
the ministration in the heavenly sanctuary is the foundation of our faith.‖
429
 But in order 
to understand White‘s doctrine of the high priestly ministry of Christ, one must note that 
she bases her position on a literal understanding of Scripture, especially with regard to 
the parallels between the earthly sanctuary and its services and the heavenly sanctuary 
and its ministration. In this connection, she writes, ―The holy places of the sanctuary in 
heaven are represented by the two apartments in the sanctuary on earth.‖
430
 For her, the 
heavenly sanctuary is the greater reality of which the earthly sanctuary was a type .
431
 
Christ‘s heavenly ministry begins with His mediation following His ascension. He 
entered upon this phase of atonement in the power of His sacrificial offering. Whereas 
atonement took place at the cross, its application in the life of the believer comes to 
fruition through Christ‘s mediatorial work.
432
 White writes, ―As Christ at His ascension 
appeared in the presence of God to plead His blood in behalf of penitent believers, so the 
priest in the daily ministration sprinkled the blood of the sacrifice in the holy place in the 
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 This mediation is so powerful that nothing can negate it except the 
individual‘s own rejection of the wonderful provision.
434
 White argues that though 
―Christ is able to save to the uttermost all who come to Him in faith,‖ and ―will cleanse 
them from all defilement if they will let Him,‖ but those who ―cling to their sins‖ ―can 
not possibly be saved.‖
435
 
In His office as our intercessor Christ ―executes His self-appointed work, holding 
before God the censer containing His own spotless merits and the prayers, confessions, 
and thanksgiving of His people. Perfumed with the fragrance of His righteousness, these 
ascend to God as a sweet savor. The offering is wholly acceptable, and pardon covers all 
transgression.‖
436
 It is the presence of the wholly deserving Christ that wins for us the 
forgiveness of sins that we request. White writes, ―[Christ] places the whole virtue of His 
righteousness on the side of the suppliant. He pleads for man; and man, in need of divine 
help, pleads for himself in the presence of God, using the influence of the One who gave 
His life for the life of the world. As we acknowledge before God our appreciation of 
Christ‘s merits, fragrance is given to our intercessions.‖
437
 Thus, human cooperation is 




Just as White has argued that, in one sense, Christ died for all humans, so also she 
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argues that Christ ―stands before God as the representative of our race.‖
439
 The atonement 
provided by Christ on the cross includes ―the whole human family‖ and therefore, ―no 
one, high or low, rich or poor, free or bond, has been left out of the plan of 
redemption.‖
440
 Potentially, all humans are candidates for His heavenly intercession. But 
in another sense, ―In the courts above, Christ is pleading for His church–pleading for 
those for whom He has paid the redemption price of His blood.‖
441
 Again it is evident 
that she combines the opposites, the universal and the particular, in her presentation of 
the atonement. 
In relation to the link of the cross to the heavenly intercession, White writes: ―A 
daily and yearly typical atonement is no longer to be made, but the atoning sacrifice 
through a mediator is essential because of the constant commission of sin. Jesus is 
officiating in the presence of God, offering up his shed blood.‖
442
 Wood argues that in the 
light of the points above, ―Christ‘s mediation continues as long as there are sinners 
committing sins, and subsequently, truly repenting.‖
443
 This does not counter White‘s 
consistent view that sinners must in the long run be conformed to the law of God. She 
writes, ―Jesus does not excuse their sins, but shows their penitence and faith, and,  
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claiming for them forgiveness, He lifts His wounded hands before the Father and the holy 
angels, saying: I know them by name.‖
444
 
While White accepts that we need to be cleansed from all earthliness, till we 
reflect the image of Christ, she nevertheless argues that ―we cannot say, ‗I am sinless,‘ till 
this vile body is changed and fashioned like unto His glorious body.‖
445
 She adds, ―But if 
we constantly seek to follow Jesus, the blessed hope is ours of standing before the throne 
of God without spot, or wrinkle, or any such thing; complete in Christ, robed in his 
righteousness and perfection.‖
446
 In the context of the main thrust of her theological 
thoughts, it is clearly evident that for White, the human will and its freedom of choice are 
critical elements in the human response to Christ‘s work of salvation. However, that does 
not mean that they earn any merit which makes them deserve atonement.
447
 
In White‘s thought, the heavenly intercession of Christ does not mean an endless 
continuation of sin in the life of the repentant sinner. Its goal is to bring the sinner into a 
state of repentance in which his/her character takes on the likeness of Christ and he/she 
stops sinning in preparation for the final eradication of sin at the second coming of Christ. 
This leads us to a discussion of the concept of the eschatological phase of Christ‘s 
heavenly ministry which brings every living person to a final choice about God‘s 
                                               
444E. White, Great Controversy, 484. See also her article, ―Abide in Me,‖ Signs of the Times, 
March 23, 1888, 178, where she wrote that ―We cannot say, ‗I am sinless,‘ till this vile body is changed and 
fashioned like unto His glorious body.‖ 
445E. White, ―Abide in Me,‖ Signs of the Times, 178. 
446Ibid. 
447E. White, MS 50, 1900, quoted in Selected Messages, 1:342-343. For a discussion of White‘s 
doctrine of perfection, see Whidden, Soteriology of Ellen G. White, 328-396. For a broad discussion of the 
doctrine of perfection in Seventh-day Adventist theology, see Herbert E. Douglass, et al., Perfection: The 
Impossible Possibility (Nashville, TN: Southern Publishing Association, 1975). In White‘s thought, 
penitent sinners will retain their sinful natures until glorification, and thus there will never be a time when 
their sanctification will ever be perfect enough to become meritorious. 
 
277 
authority and law and thus assures the resolution of the great controversy between Christ 
and Satan. 
Atonement as Judgment 
As discussed above, White views atonement in phases beginning with the life, 
suffering, death, and high priestly ministry of Christ. However, atonement is only fully 
achieved when the different phases of the judgment take place and the peace and 
harmony that existed between creation and God is fully restored. The judgment is the 
means to that final restoration. White presents the judgment in four phases, namely, 
judgment on sin at the cross, the pre-advent investigative judgment, post-advent 
millennial judgment, and post-millennial executive judgment. 
Judgment on Sin at the Cross 
In White‘s view, Jesus endured the ―wrath of divine justice‖ when He became 
―sin itself‖ as our Substitute on Calvary.
448
 Judgment against sin was accomplished in the 
experience of Jesus on Calvary and the immutability of God‘s law was established.
449
 
White writes, ―The death of Christ proclaimed the justice of His Father‘s law in 
punishing the transgressor, in that He consented to suffer the penalty of the law Himself 
in order to save fallen man from its curse. The death of God‘s beloved Son on the cross 
shows the immutability of the law of God.‖
450
 The cross is a public judgment on sin 
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 It is God‘s answer to the sin problem. For White, Christ‘s agony 
on the cross was not something caused by wicked men, but was an action initiated by the 




Pre-Advent Investigative Judgment 
This is the second phase of the judgment. The death of Christ, His post-ascension 
mediation, and the pre-advent investigative judgment are phases of the atonement that are 
likened to the priestly work that transpired in the earthly sanctuary.
453
 The word ―pre-
Advent‖ in this aspect of the atonement refers to the timing of this part of the final 
judgment. It pertains to the last period of history referred to as the ―time of the end‖
454
 
and takes place before the second advent of Jesus. It refers to God‘s investigation, in the 
presence of heavenly beings, of the life-records of all of God‘s faithful people.
455
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Day of Atonement Imagery 
The Day of Atonement ritual is very important to White‘s understanding of this 
phase of the atonement. Due to the transference of the record of forgiven sins into the 
sanctuary in the daily services, something special was to happen on the of Day of 
Atonement or the yearly service. White identifies the special activity as follows: ―God 
commanded that an atonement be made for each of the sacred apartments‖
456
 of the 
earthly sanctuary (Lev 16:16) on the Day of Atonement.
457
 Therefore, ―once a year, on 




Closely following the biblical account (found in Lev 16:16), White writes that on 
that day, ―two kids of the goats were brought to the door of the tabernacle, and lots were 
cast upon them, ‗one lot for the Lord, and the other lot for the scapegoat.‘ Verse 8. The 
goat upon which fell the lot for the Lord was to be slain as a sin offering for the 
people.‖
459
 In the light of Heb 9:22, 23, White argues that ―the cleansing, both in the 
typical and in the real service, must be accomplished with blood: in the former, with the 
blood of animals; in the latter, with the blood of Christ.‖
460
 In the earthly cleansing, the 
blood of the Lord‘s goat suffices, but in the heavenly, only the blood of Christ is effective 
                                               
456E. White, Great Controversy, 418-419. 
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for the cleansing. 
It is important to note that no ―sin-laden‖ blood was transferred into the sanctuary 
on the Day of Atonement. The Lord‘s goat is not ―laden with sin‖ though it is a sin 
offering. There was no transfer of sin from the priest to the Lord‘s goat and therefore the 
sprinkling of its blood serves as a confirmation of the daily forgiveness that God has 
already granted to the believers in the first-apartment mediatorial ministry 
(Lev 16:9, 15-16: ―And Aaron shall bring the goat on which the LORD‘s lot fell, and 
offer it as a sin offering. . . . Then he shall kill the goat of the sin offering . . . bring its 
blood inside the veil, . . . and sprinkle it on the mercy seat and before the mercy seat. So 
he shall make atonement for the Holy Place . . . for all their sins‖). 
However, the biblical record clearly states that there was transfer of sins of the 
Israelites from the priest to the scape goat who bears them into the wilderness 
(Lev 16:21-22: ―Aaron shall lay both his hands on the head of the live goat, confess over 
it all the iniquities of the children of Israel, and all their transgressions, concerning all 
their sins, putting them on the head of the goat‖). This suggests that the Day of 
Atonement ministry is dealing with cases that have been closed either through death or 
the acceptance of forgiveness obtained through repentance, that is, sealed cases.
461
 
White states further that the priest was to bring the blood of the slain goat into the 
Most Holy Place ―and sprinkle it upon the mercy seat and before the mercy seat. The 
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blood was also to be sprinkled upon the altar of incense that was before the veil.‖
462
 She 
adds, ―The whole ceremony was designed to impress the Israelites with the holiness of 
God and His abhorrence of sin; and, further, to show them that they could not come in 
contact with sin without becoming polluted. Every man was required to afflict his soul 
while this work of atonement was going forward.‖
463
 Explaining the typological meaning 
of the daily ministration, she writes, 
Important truths concerning the atonement are taught by the typical service. A 
substitute was accepted in the sinner‘s stead; but the sin was not canceled by the 
blood of the victim. A means was thus provided by which it was transferred to the 
sanctuary. By the offering of blood the sinner acknowledged the authority of the 
law, confessed his guilt in transgression, and expressed his desire for pardon 
through faith in a Redeemer to come; but he was not yet entirely released from the 
condemnation of the law.
464
 
The ―sin was not canceled‖ in the sense that the record of sin is kept in the heavenly 
sanctuary. It is this record of sin that defiles the sanctuary and makes its cleansing 
necessary. 
White writes concerning the antitypical service of Christ following His ascension: 
For eighteen centuries this work of ministration [mediation] continued in the first 
apartment of the sanctuary. The blood of Christ, pleaded in behalf of penitent 
believers, secured their pardon and acceptance with the Father, yet their sins still 
remained upon the books of record. As in the typical service there was a work of 
atonement at the close of the year, so before Christ‘s work for the redemption of 
men is completed there is a work of atonement for the removal of sin from the 
sanctuary. This is the service which began when the 2300 days [Dan 8:14] ended. 
At that time, as foretold by Daniel the prophet, our High Priest entered the most 
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Since the sins of the believers ―still remained upon the books of record,‖ and were 
―not canceled,‖ at the time forgiveness was extended to the believers in the daily 
ministration, so also in the Christian dispensation following the atonement on the cross, 
the sins of Christian believers, though forgiven, are still recorded in the heavenly 
sanctuary. A final disposition has not yet been made of the sins. That will happen in the 
antitypical Day of Atonement during the cleansing of the sanctuary which began in 1844. 
Thus she counters the Calvinistic doctrine of unconditional election and perseverance of 
the saints. The salvation of believers is confirmed only after the cleansing of the 
sanctuary. She writes, ―Since the dead are to be judged out of the things written in the 
books, it is impossible that the sins of men should be blotted out until after the judgment 
at which their cases are to be investigated.‖
466
 
Still drawing further parallels from the type to the antitype, she writes further, 
As anciently the sins of the people were by faith placed upon the sin offering and 
through its blood transferred, in figure, to the earthly sanctuary, so in the new 
covenant the sins of the repentant are by faith placed upon Christ and transferred, 
in fact, to the heavenly sanctuary. And as the typical cleansing of the earthly was 
accomplished by the removal of the sins by which it had been polluted, so the 
actual cleansing of the heavenly is to be accomplished by the removal, or blotting 
out, of the sins which are there recorded.
467
 
White points out that the cleansing of record of forgiven sins in the heavenly 
sanctuary involves the ―investigative judgment‖ in order ―to determine who, through 
repentance of sin and faith in Christ, are entitled to the benefits of His atonement.‖
468
 She 
arrives at the doctrine of the investigative judgment through a solid and biblically based 
                                               





argument. She states that ―in Heb 9 [vv. 22-23], the cleansing of both the earthly and 
heavenly sanctuary is plainly taught.‖
469
 She writes, ―The cleansing of the sanctuary 
therefore involves a work of investigation—a work of judgment. This work must be 
performed prior to the coming of Christ to redeem His people; for when He comes, His 
reward is with Him to give to every man according to his works. Revelation 22:12.‖
470
 
Thus, the investigative judgment commences before the second coming of Christ. 
White argues further that the ―cleansing of the sanctuary‖ (Dan 8:14) and the First 
Angel‘s Message (Rev 14:7) that announces that ―the hour of His judgment has come,‖ 
refer to the same event, the investigative judgment that commences at the end of the 2300 
days.
471
 Employing historicist hermeneutical principles of interpretation, she argues that 
the investigative judgment began in 1844.
472
 White‘s views on the heavenly sanctuary 
and the investigative judgment have been criticized over the years both from within the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church and outside of the church.
473
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The purpose of the pre-advent judgment is to secure a universal verdict in favor of 
the saints prior to the second coming of Christ. The all-knowing God does not need an 
investigative judgment in order to decide on who will be finally saved or lost. The 
purpose of the investigative judgment is the vindication of the saints who have been often 
maligned and condemned by worldly powers. Judgment from the heavenly sanctuary also 
reveals that only God knows who the saved really are.
474
 The focus in this judgment is 
the professed people of God. White writes, ―In the typical service only those who had 
come before God with confession and repentance, and whose sins, through the blood of 
the sin offering, were transferred to the sanctuary, had a part in the service of the Day of 
Atonement. So in the great day of final atonement and investigative judgment the only 
cases considered are those of the professed people of God.‖
475
 God the Father is the judge 
and Jesus is the mediator.
476
 The Moral Law of God (the Ten Commandments) is the 
standard by which people are judged.
477
 The evidence that will constitute the basis of the 
judgment is the life records of God‘s professed people.
478
 
In this phase of Christ‘s high priestly ministry, White pictures Jesus as coming to 
the Father for the work of the pre-advent judgment which will continue until He is about 
to come back to earth. Following the imagery of Dan 7, she writes, ―Attended by 
heavenly angels, our great High Priest enters the holy of holies and there appears in the 
presence of God to engage in the last acts of His ministration in behalf of man—to 
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perform the work of investigative judgment and to make an atonement for all who are 
shown to be entitled to its benefits.‖
479
 She is however careful to avoid replacing 
intercession by judgment. What she does is to add eschatological judgment to the 
ongoing work of intercession (mediation). 
When in the typical service the high priest left the holy on the Day of Atonement, 
he went in before God to present the blood of the sin offering in behalf of all 
Israel who truly repented of their sins. So Christ had only completed one part of 
His work as our intercessor, to enter upon another portion of the work, and He 
still pleaded His blood before the Father in behalf of sinners.
480
 
The investigative judgment is general as well as specific and proceeds 
chronologically. White writes: ―As the books of record are opened in the judgment, the 
lives of all who have believed on Jesus come in review before God. Beginning with those 
who first lived upon the earth, our Advocate presents the cases of each successive 
generation, and closes with the living. Every name is mentioned, every case closely 
investigated. Names are accepted, names rejected.‖
481
 The acceptance or rejection of 
names is a ―work of examination of character,‖ that is, that ―of determining who are 
prepared for the kingdom of God.‖
482
 The work is efficacious in the sense that it counters 
the deception of Satan that the law cannot be kept. Rather the law is demonstrated to be 
just and that humans can keep it if they are empowered by divine grace. 
The new covenant promise is fulfilled in that the repentant believers have the law 
written in their hearts. Consequently, character judgment is a basis for analyzing genuine 
faith. She writes that since the characters of such believers, who ―have become partakers 
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of the righteousness of Christ [by faith],‖
483
 ―are found to be in harmony with the law of 
God, their sins will be blotted out, and they themselves will be accounted worthy of 
eternal life.‖
484
 She clearly teaches conditional immortality based on obedience to God‘s 
law.
485
 It is important to point out that though White advocates character perfection 
(achieved through a faith union with Christ) for the redeemed before glorification, she 
never taught that the redeemed possess perfection of nature before glorification.
486
 In her 
thought, ―nature‖ usually refers to a person‘s natural inheritance, while ―Character‖ 
generally refers to the moral qualities a person develops due to or in spite of the natural 
inheritance.
487
   
“Blotting Out” of Sin 
Wood has noted that character perfection in White‘s thought is a process which 
takes place within an ongoing relationship with God and is the opposite of the 
―unpardonable sin.‖
488
 Since human sinning and repenting are subject to change of mind, 
depending on human response to God‘s call to repentance, and in accord with the 
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sanctuary typology, the record of sin is not blotted out of the heavenly records. She puts 
the point across clearly in this passage: ―The blood of Christ, while it was to release the 
repentant sinner from the condemnation of the law, was not to cancel the sin; it would 
stand on record in the sanctuary until the final atonement; so in the type the blood of the 




White argues that the investigative judgment precedes the ―blotting‖ out of sins 
spoken of in Acts 3:19 and that it is after both of these interrelated events that Christ 
comes the second time to reward His people.
490
 But while Jesus is in the Most Holy Place 
pleading for us before the Father, ―we are complete in him, accepted in the Beloved, only 
as we abide in him by faith.‖
491
 Thus the blotting out of sin is the just and merciful 
reaction of God to the voluntary rejection of sin in believers. Here as in other critical 
areas of her atonement theology, her Arminian theological position comes out in bold 
relief. While God is the One who blots out sin in the lives of His people, everything about 
their moral state and salvation is not solely and sovereignly predetermined by an all- 
powerful God. In the investigative judgment, our choices count and are respected by God. 
In the investigative judgment only those who have responded to the work of 
Christ are considered. Their names are written in the book of life. However, not every 
candidate for salvation remains faithful. White writes, ―The book of life contains the 
names of all who have ever entered the service of God. If any of these depart from Him, 
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and by stubborn persistence in sin become finally hardened against the influences of His 
Holy Spirit, their names will in the judgment be blotted from the book of life, and they 
themselves will be devoted to destruction.‖
492
 Her position on the investigative judgment 
makes it clear that Christ‘s death will not automatically save all and also denies that 
Christ‘s death was only for those predestined to be saved. One must also take note of the 
work of the Holy Spirit in guiding and empowering God‘s people throughout their 
Christian experiences, especially in the time of the investigative judgment, as this is very 
critical to the final atonement. 
White writes that ―sins that have not been repented of and forsaken will not be 
pardoned and blotted out of the books of record, but will stand to witness against the 
sinner in the day of God.‖
493
 In her view, the judgment involves both actions and motives 
and as such only the infinite God can make such a judgment: ―No value is attached to a 
mere profession of faith in Christ; only the love which is shown by works is counted 
genuine. Yet it is love alone which in the sight of Heaven makes any act of value.‖
494
 
In the light of the evidence of Scripture, the Christian has a definite work to do, 
that is, to ―enter‖ the heavenly sanctuary with Christ: ―Unless we enter the sanctuary 
above, and unite with Christ in working out our own salvation with fear and trembling, 
we shall be weighed in the balances of the sanctuary, and shall be pronounced 
wanting.‖
495
 The ―entering with Christ‖ into the heavenly sanctuary (in repentance and 
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Since White views the investigative judgment as essentially chronological, it is to 
be expected that the work which begins with ―those who first lived upon the earth‖ will 
close with the cases of those still living.
497
 She writes: ―Now, when the great work of 
judging the living is about to begin, shall we allow unsanctified ambition to take 
possession of the heart?‖
498
 The key eschatological issue in her view is ―whether we shall 
receive the mark of the beast or his image, or the seal of the living God.‖
499
 White sees 
the beast or his image as an external political-economic-religious authority apart from 




When the high priestly ministry of Christ ends, then the stage is set for the second 
coming of Christ, His millennial reign, the post-advent millennial judgment, and the post-
millennial executive judgment. But before all these events will take place, God‘s remnant 
people will preach the last warning message to people living on earth.
501
 
Post-Advent Millennial Judgment 
This is the third phase of the judgment. White states that after Christ takes the 
redeemed to heaven at His second advent, the millennial judgment begins. Whereas the 
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focus of the investigative judgment is on the professed believers in Christ, the focus of 
the millennial judgment is on the wicked. This judgment is totally separate from the 
investigative judgment.
502
 She writes: 
Then I saw thrones, and Jesus and the redeemed saints sat upon them; and the 
saints reigned as kings and priests unto God. Christ, in union with His people, 
judged the wicked dead, comparing their acts with the statute book, the Word of 
God, and deciding every case according to the deeds done in the body. . . . Satan 
also and his angels were judged by Jesus and the saints.
503
 
This judgment begins and ends with the millennial reign of Christ with His redeemed 
people, just before the second resurrection and the descent of the New Jerusalem.
504
 
Evidence is provided by the books of heaven, specifically ―the book of life and the book 
of death,‖ and the Bible serves as a statute book.
505
 
White regards the devil as the antitype of the scapegoat in the typical service. 
Jesus is not the scapegoat. She writes, 
As the priest, in removing the sins from the sanctuary, confessed them upon the 
head of the scapegoat, so Christ will place all these sins upon Satan, the originator 
and instigator of sin. The scapegoat, bearing the sins of Israel, was sent away 
‗unto a land not inhabited‘ (Leviticus 16:22); so Satan, bearing the guilt of all the 
sins which he has caused God‘s people to commit, will be for a thousand years 
confined to the earth, which will then be desolate, without inhabitant.
506
 
The purpose of this judgment is to determine the punishment that is due the wicked 
according to their works. 
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Post-Millennial Executive Judgment 
This is the fourth phase of the judgment. Following the millennial judgment, the 
second resurrection (that is, the resurrection of the wicked) takes place at the time that 
Christ returns to earth with His redeemed saints at the end of the millennium. At that time,  
Satan prepares to attack the New Jerusalem as it comes down from heaven. It is at this 
time that Jesus is crowned, in the presence of all those who have ever lived on earth, both 
the redeemed and the condemned wicked, as well as Satan and his evil angels.
507
 
White asserts, ―And now, invested with supreme majesty and power, the King of 
kings pronounces sentence upon the rebels against His government and executes justice 
upon those who have transgressed His law and oppressed His people.‖
508
 She states 
further that like the scapegoat that is led to ―an uninhabited land‖ (Lev 16:22), Satan 
―will at last suffer the full penalty of sin in the fires that shall destroy all the wicked‖ at 
the time when ―the great plan of redemption will reach its accomplishment in the final 
eradication of sin and the deliverance of all who have been willing to renounce evil.‖
509
 
White states the charge against the wicked and the sentence against them: ―The 
whole wicked world stands arraigned at the bar of God on the charge of high treason 
against the government of heaven. They have none to plead their cause; they are without 
excuse; and the sentence of eternal death is pronounced against them.‖
510
 Satan‘s true 
character stands exposed and it is now evident to all that ―the wages of sin is not noble 
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independence and eternal life, but slavery, ruin, and death‖
511
 and that ―no cause for sin 
exists.‖
512
 In the light of these realities, the impenitent, along with all other created beings, 
finally acknowledge God‘s truthfulness and justice in the great controversy.
513
 At this 
time, Satan himself ―bows down and confesses the justice of his sentence.‖
514
 At last, 
―God‘s wisdom, His justice, and His goodness stand fully vindicated,‖
515




At that time, fire then ―comes down from God out of heaven. The earth is broken 
up. The weapons concealed in its depths are drawn forth. Devouring flames burst from 
every yawning chasm. The very rocks are on fire.‖
517
 In a vivid depiction of the end of 
sin and sinners, White writes, 
All are punished ―according to their deeds.‖ The sins of the righteous having been 
transferred to Satan, he is made to suffer not only for his own rebellion, but for all 
the sins which he has caused God‘s people to commit. His punishment is to be far 
greater than that of those whom he has deceived. . . . In the cleansing flames the 
wicked are at last destroyed, root and branch. . . . The full penalty of the law has 
been visited; the demands of justice have been met; and heaven and earth, 




Thus, it is clear that following the final judgment, God‘s character of love and His 
government will be vindicated and Satan will be fully revealed as the villain that he really 
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is. In the light of the above, it is not surprising that White views atonement unfolding in 
phases, which includes His sacrificial death on the cross, His high priestly ministry, His 
life of suffering for our redemption, and judgment. 
Summary 
White‘s concept of atonement is much broader than that of most other theologians.  
For her, atonement is linear and not punctiliar. In her view, Christ‘s atoning ministry has 
four major phases. The first is the earthly phase which begins with His incarnation and 
sufferings and the entire work of redemption. The second is the atoning work of Christ on 
the cross. The third phase is the heavenly high priestly ministry that began at the 
ascension in a real heavenly sanctuary. She upholds both a full and complete atonement 
at the cross and a continuing atonement in the heavenly sanctuary. The fourth phase is the 
judgment (in four phases) when the whole universe will be fully reconciled to God and 
everything will be restored to their original state before sin. 
A key phrase for the atoning work of Christ in White‘s writings is the ―sufferings 
of Christ‖—a suffering that He endured throughout His life. ―Justice demanded the 
sufferings of a man. . . . The suffering of Christ was in correspondence with His spotless 
purity, His depth of agony, proportionate to the dignity and grandeur of His character.‖
519
 
She depicts Christ‘s suffering under the weight of sins of the whole world as constituting 
atonement in a special sense. 
White‘s understanding of the atonement is implicit, at least to some extent, in her 
great controversy theme. Her understanding of the atonement is essentially an elaboration 
                                               




of the theme of the relationship of justice and mercy as the two essential sides to the coin 
of God‘s character of love. White‘s concept of the atonement could be defined as what 
God has done, is doing, and will do in order to reconcile repentant sinners to Himself. 
The great controversy theme itself is White‘s theological solution to the problem of evil 
and is a basic presupposition for White‘s theology of atonement, perhaps next to the 
theme of God‘s love. 
White‘s understanding of freewill has an important role to play in her conception 
of atonement. She views the provision of the atonement on the cross as ―a ransom for all‖ 
(1 Tim 2:6), even though it is only efficient for believers who respond to God‘s offer of 
salvation. The atonement on the cross is a display of the prevenient grace of God which 
makes provision for the salvation of all human beings. Though all humans are sinners by 
nature, yet all are candidates for salvation by virtue of Christ‘s atonement. She 
emphasizes the need for human cooperation in the work of salvation. Though she argues 
that provision for salvation of all humans has been made by Christ, she denies 
universalism. 
White argues that atonement vindicates the fact that God‘s law is changeless and 
also enhances in all created beings a deeper appreciation of the nature, role, and holiness 
of the law of God. Atonement on the cross also provides security against defection into 
sin not just by redeemed humans, but among the holy angels and other unfallen beings in 
other worlds. Also in White‘s theology, divine love is a combination of infinite justice 
and infinite mercy, and justice is a component of love, not a quality distinct from it. Both 
justice and mercy are mutually interdependent aspects of God‘s love. For White, it is at 
the last judgment that the atonement is truly completed. At this time, all, especially the 
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unrepentant humans and angels, will see God‘s justice in saving the redeemed and 
condemning the lost and will acknowledge His justice and mercy. Judgment and 
atonement are therefore two facets of the same theme in both the Bible and White‘s 
thought. 
The discussion must now turn to a comparative analysis of the atonement 
theologies of both Stott and White in order to highlight their common elements and their 
differences. The goal is to offer possible theological and historical explanations for such 











COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS OF THE ATONEMENT 
 
THEOLOGIES OF STOTT AND WHITE 
 
Introduction 
The atonement theologies of John Stott and Ellen White share many 
commonalities due to their common commitment to evangelical Protestantism. But there 
are also differences that are very prominent which need to be accounted for, especially in 
view of the fact that both writers have articulated their positions from an evangelical 
Christian viewpoint that is committed to a penal-substitutionary view of atonement. The 
areas of agreement include some of their assumptions, presuppositions, aspects of their 
respective methodologies, the centrality of the cross, and a penal-substitutionary view of 
atonement. 
Some of the critical differences also arise in their respective presentations of the 
above-mentioned concepts. The more prominent differences arise in their presentations of 
the achievement of the cross and scope of atonement, the high priestly ministry of Christ, 
and the judgment. On the basis of the discussion of their respective theologies (in 
chapters 3 and 4), it is evident that they both belong to the conservative wing of the 
evangelical movement. 
Methodology, Assumptions, and Presuppositions 
In order to clearly delineate the similarities and differences between the 
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atonement theologies of Stott and White, the discussion under this section will begin with 
methodology and later expand to include assumptions and presuppositions. 
Methodology  
Stott‘s methodology includes three considerations, namely, Scripture, tradition, 
and reason.
1
 However, he asserts that Scripture is the ―supreme and infallible rule which 
determines the beliefs and practices of the church.‖
2
 While arguing for the supremacy of 
the Scriptures in doing theology, nevertheless he acknowledges the influential role of 
tradition in his theology of atonement. He writes: ―In seeking to understand the cross, one 
cannot ignore the great works of the past. To be disrespectful of tradition and of historical 
theology is to be disrespectful of the Holy Spirit who has been actively enlightening the 
church in every century.‖
3
 Stott, however, insists that tradition, creeds, and confessions 




White‘s methodology includes the principle of sola Scriptura, biblical typology, 
and the associated hermeneutical principles of the unity of Scripture, the use of Scripture 
to explain Scripture, use of the plain literal meaning of Scripture, and consideration for 
the literary and historical contexts in biblical hermeneutics.
5
 Her emphasis on sola 
Scriptura and typology is perhaps the most critical difference between her methodology  
                                               
1Stott, Cross of Christ, 11. 
2Stott, ―Authority and Power of the Bible,‖ 38. 
3Stott, Cross, 12. See also his ―Authority and Power of the Bible,‖ 46-47. 
4Stott, ―Authority and Power of the Bible,‖ 37. 
5See chapter 4, 201-205, of this dissertation.  
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and that of Stott. However, whereas Stott‘s methodology and presuppositions are clearly 
articulated in a systematic manner, White‘s methodology and presuppositions are not 
systematically stated by her and have to be gathered both from her writings and the 
writings of other Seventh-day Adventist authors of her time and beyond. 
The Authority of the Bible 
According to Stott, ―supreme authority resides neither in the church nor in the 
individual, but in Christ and the biblical witness to him.‖
6
 He refers to the Bible as his 
first ―teacher.‖
7
 Authority resides in Scripture supremely over and beyond tradition, 
reason, and experience.
8
 He argues that the ―church stands or falls by its loyal 
dependence on the foundation truths which God revealed to his apostles and prophets, 
and which are now preserved in the New Testament Scriptures.‖
9
 Nevertheless, Stott still 
calls for a deeper respect for tradition ―since it is the church‘s interpretation of Scripture 
down the ages, as the Holy Spirit has enlightened it.‖
10
 It is important to note that though 
Scripture occupies the pre-eminent place in his theology, it is nevertheless not the only 
source of theology. Tradition and reason still play a major role. 
White agrees with Stott on the crucial importance of the Bible as the prime source 
of theological authority, but goes further to assert more forcefully the Bible as the only 
source of theological authority. In agreement with the Reformation principle of sola 
                                               
6Stott, Evangelical Truth, 35. 
7See chapter 3, 95-109, of this dissertation. 
8Stott, Evangelical Truth, 56-57. 
9Stott, Ephesians, 107. 
10Ibid., 107. See also Stott‘s article, ―Manufacturing Truth,‖ In Touch, no. 2 (1992): 5, quoted in 
Authentic Christianity from the Writings of John Stott, comp. Timothy Dudley-Smith (Leicester, UK: Inter-
Varsity, 1995), 96. 
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Scriptura, she writes, ―The Bible, and the Bible alone, is to be our creed, the sole bond of 
union. . . . Let us meet all opposition as did our Master, saying, ‗It is written.‘ Let us lift 
up the banner on which is inscribed, The Bible our rule of faith and discipline.‖
11
 In 
relation to the necessity of holding to only what is taught in the Bible in order to avoid 
theological deceptions and errors, especially that of spiritualism, she writes, ―I 
recommend to you, dear reader, the Word of God as the rule of your faith and practice.‖
12
 
Elsewhere, she writes, ―In His word, God has committed to men the knowledge necessary 
for salvation. The Holy Scriptures are to be accepted as an authoritative, infallible 
revelation of His will. They are the standard of character, the revealer of doctrines, and 
the test of experience.‖
13
 
In presenting her argument for faithful Sabbath keepers to hold only to what can 
be theologically established from the Bible in the face of coming opposition, she argues 
that though ―the multitudes do not want Bible truth, because it interferes with the desires 
of the sinful, world-loving heart; and Satan supplies the deceptions which they love,‖
14
 
they are not to follow those who depart from the Bible. She argues that ―God will have a 
people upon the earth to maintain the Bible, and the Bible only, as the standard of all 
doctrines and the basis of all reforms‖
15
 even in opposition to the opinions of theologians, 
arguments of scientists, or the ―creeds or decisions of ecclesiastical councils.‖
16
 Her 
                                               
11E. White, ―A Missionary Appeal,‖ Review and Herald, December 15, 1885, 770; also quoted in 
Selected Messages, 1:416. 
12E. White, Early Writings, 78. 
13E. White, Great Controversy, vii. 
14Ibid., 595. 
15Ibid. See also idem, Fundamentals of Christian Education, 126, 200. 
16
E. White, Great Controversy, 595. 
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reason for advocating the sola Scriptura position is clearly stated: ―In our time there is a 
wide departure from their [the Scriptures] doctrines and precepts, and there is need of a 




While for Stott, Scripture is only the prime source of theological authority among 
the threefold cord of Scripture, tradition, and reason, Scripture is the only source in the 
case of White. Whereas Stott makes sure to emphasize that Christian theology must not 
depreciate tradition, White earnestly disapproves all beliefs and practices that are not 
clearly taught by or supportable from Scripture.
18
 In fact, she argues that the 
distinguishing characteristic of authentic Christianity in the last days will be adherence to 
the principle of sola Scriptura in contrast to ―the religions of fable and tradition.‖
19
 If 
there is to be ―a revival and a reformation‖ in contemporary Christianity, ―the words of 
the Bible and the Bible alone, should be heard from the pulpit.‖
20
 
In White‘s view, her writings are not an addition to, neither are they to supercede 
the Scriptures, but are in fact to be tested by them. They are an aid in the understanding 
of the Bible. She writes: ―The Testimonies
21
 are not to belittle the word of God, but to 
exalt it and attract minds to it, that the beautiful simplicity of truth may impress all.‖
22
 In 
her opinion, the Bible is not only supreme and superior to all other writings, it is also 
                                               
17Ibid., 204-205. 
18E. White, Christian Education, 118. 
19E. White, Prophets and Kings, 625. 
20Ibid., 626. 
21―Testimonies‖ refers to her writings. 





 White clearly states that the purpose of her writings is to lead people back to 
what has been revealed in the Bible.
24
 
Revelation and Inspiration 
A discussion of the authority of the Bible necessitates a discussion of the concepts 
of revelation and inspiration in both Stott and White. Their views on both concepts are 
largely identical. According to Stott, God is our Creator who is infinite in His being and 
is altogether holy and cannot tolerate sin. We, being finite creatures limited by time and 
space and also fallen and sinful, can only know Him if He chooses to make Himself 
known to us. This is the basic premise for divine revelation.
25
 In Stott‘s view, inspiration 
is the process through which God has made Himself known, especially in special 
revelation, by speaking to and through human authors.
26
 
Stott argues that the process of inspiration was not a mechanical one. ―God did 
not treat the human authors as dictating machines or tape recorders, but as living and 
responsible persons.‖
27
 Sometimes He spoke to them in dreams and visions, other times 
by audible voice or through angels. At other times we are not told how the word of God 
came to them. It is possible that the prophets were not even conscious of what was 
happening to them.
28
 However, whatever means of communication God employed in 
                                               
23Ibid., 2:454-455. 
24Ibid., 2:205. 
25Stott, Evangelical Truth, 35-36; idem, Bible, 157. God has chosen to reveal Himself to us in 
general revelation (nature) and special revelation(Scripture), and more importantly through the incarnation 
of His Son). See ibid., 37-42. 
26Stott, Evangelical Truth, 46. 
27Stott, Bible, 158. See also his Evangelical Essentials, 91. 
28Stott, Bible, 158. 
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speaking to the Bible writers, their personalities were never obliterated. On the contrary, 
their literary style and vocabulary remained distinctively their own.
29
 
Stott adds that the internal evidence, ―gathered from reading the biblical text, is 
that God made full use of the personality, temperament, background and experience of 
the biblical authors, in order to convey through each an appropriate and distinctive 
message.‖
30
 Therefore, Scripture is equally the word of God and the word of human 
beings. For while the Scripture asserts that ―the mouth of the LORD has spoken‖ 
(Isa 1:20), it also says that God spoke ―by the mouth of all his holy prophets‖ 
(Acts 3:21).
31
 Scripture is the word of God through the words of human beings.
32
 
Stott argues further that although Scripture as God‘s Word is true, this does not 
mean that every single word of the Bible is literally true. Every word of the Bible is only 
true in its context and taken out of that context, it may be quite untrue.
33
 The key 
principle (well expressed in the Lausanne Covenant of 1974) is that Scripture is ―without 
error in all that it affirms.‖
34
 Therefore, ―whatever Scripture affirms is true, whether in 
                                               
29Ibid., 158, 159. 
30Ibid., 159. See also Stott, ―The Power and Authority of the Bible,‖ in The New Face of 
Evangelicalism, 36-37, and his Evangelical Truth, 48-49. 
31Stott, Bible, 159. See also Stott‘s introduction in Donald Lewis and Alister McGrath, eds., Doing 
Theology for the People of God: Studies in Honor of J. I. Packer (Downers Grove:, IL InterVarsity, 1996), 
4, where he writes that the ―double authorship‖ of Scripture is what has given rise to the diversity that is 
observable in Scripture in spite of the underlying unity. 
32Stott, ―The Anglican Communion and Scripture,‖ in John Stott et al., The Anglican Communion 
and Scripture: Papers from the First International Consultation of the Evangelical Fellowship in the 
Anglican Communion, Canterbury, UK, June 1993 (Oxford: Regnum, 1996), 25. 
33Stott, Bible, 159-160. He cites the example of the discussion between Job and his friends that 
constitutes the bulk of chaps. 1-37 in the book of Job. 
34Ibid., 160. See John Stott, ed., Making Christ Known: Historic Mission Documents from the 
Lausanne Movement 1974-1989, 13-14. 
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the field of religion or ethics, history or science, its own nature or origins.‖
35
 Clearly, 
Stott endorses propositional revelation. But if his argument above is really true, it is 
theologically inconsistent with his position on evolution as already shown in chapter 3. 




In the case of White, she believes that it is God who has taken the initiative to 
reveal Himself to humanity. One of the means that He has employed in doing this is 
nature. But due to the effects of sin, nature ―cannot reveal the character of God in its 
moral perfection.‖
37
 Therefore, God has chosen to reveal Himself to humanity in other 
ways, but supremely through His Son, Jesus Christ.
38
 This revelation arises out of God‘s 
initiative to reconcile human beings to Himself.
39
 God‘s revelation is a continuous 
process which is not limited to any particular time or method.
40
 In spite of the diversity in  
the personalities and backgrounds of the writers of the Bible, ―in His word, God has 
committed to men the knowledge necessary for salvation.‖
41
 Although there is a diversity 
in the styles employed as well as in the nature of the subjects unfolded, yet ―the truths 
thus revealed unite to form a perfect whole, adapted to meet the wants of men in all the 
                                               
35
Stott, Bible, 160. Stott argues that the Scriptures are without error ―(1) as originally given, and 
(2) as correctly interpreted‖ (Stott, Evangelical Essentials, 101). 
36Stott, Bible, 161. 
37E. White, Selected Messages, 1:295. 
38Ibid. 





circumstances and experiences of life.‖
42
 
White argues that though God had specially guarded the work of the production 
of the Bible, ―yet when copies of it were few, learned men had in some instances changed 
the words, thinking that they were making it more plain, when in reality they were 
mystifying that which was plain, by causing it to lean to their established views, which 
were governed by tradition.‖
43
 But in spite of such minor changes, the Bible is ―a perfect 
chain‖ which still constitutes the Word of God.
44
 The production of the Scriptures has 
been under the direction of the Holy Spirit, and has therefore remained an authoritative 
guide for Christians. 
The Interpretation of the Bible 
Stott‘s first ―teacher‖ (principle) is Scripture. In order to aid in biblical 
interpretation, he has proposed some principles. The first one is ―the principle of 
simplicity‖ or the natural sense of the biblical text. The natural meaning may be literal, 
figurative, or even allegorical.
45
 The second principle is to look for the ―original‖ sense of 
Scripture, which he also called ―the principle of history.‖
46
 This ―grammatico-historical‖ 
method of interpretation involves using literary and historical criticism to reconstruct the 
setting.
47
 The third principle is the ―general sense‖ of Scripture or the principle of 
harmony. It looks for organic unity in the writings of the different contributors to the 
                                               
42Ibid., vi. 
43E. White, Early Writings, 220-221. 
44Ibid., 221. 








 The approach leads ―us to interpret Scripture by Scripture, especially 
what is obscure by what is plain.‖
49
 
As an example of the need for contextual considerations in biblical interpretation, 
Stott gives the example of the early chapters of Genesis. He argues that the chapters are 
easily misinterpreted if they are isolated from the rest of Scripture. He accepts the 
historicity of Adam and Eve, but he believes that we cannot know the precise details of 
the story.
50
 Like Stott, White, in common with other contemporary Seventh-day 
Adventist leaders, assumed some hermeneutical principles which ―were carried over from 
their Protestant denominational heritage‖
51
 as pointed out at the beginning of this chapter. 
Typology and the related principle of the analogy of Scripture
52
 were foundational to the 
development of the doctrinal system of Seventh-day Adventists including White‘s 
theology.
53
 In relation to scriptural typology, Alberto R. Timm has argued, 
Believing that the relationship between the Old and the New Testaments was one 
of typological interrelationship rather than opposition, the Sabbatarians applied 
the analogy-of-Scripture principle consistently to the whole content of the Bible. 
The sanctuary in the OT was treated as a typical shadow of the sacrifice and of the 
priestly ministry of Christ.
54
 
                                               
48Ibid., 198. 
49Ibid., 199. 
50Stott, Bible, 200. 
51Neufeld, ―Biblical Interpretation in the Advent Movement,‖ 117. 
52The analogy of Scripture principle refers to the idea of fundamental unity and harmony among 
the various parts of Scripture since all of it is inspired by the Holy Spirit and possesses equal divine 
authority. The principle has three main parts, viz, Scripture as its own interpreter, the consistency of 
Scripture, and the clarity of Scripture. See Richard M. Davidson, ―Biblical Interpretation,‖ in Handbook of 
Seventh-day Adventist Theology, ed. Raoul Dederen (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald Publishing 
Asso., 2000), 64. 
53Alberto R. Timm, ―Historical Background of Adventist Biblical Interpretation,‖ 7. 




The scope and interpretation of typology constitute a major difference in the 
presuppositions that are foundational for White and Stott. White illustrates its importance 
by the experience of Christ‘s disciples whose faith was founded on the testimony about 
Christ in ―the types and prophecies of the Old Testament.‖
55
 She argues that the typical 
(that is, Old Testament sacrificial) services taught ―important truths concerning the 
atonement.‖
56
 The ritual of the sacrificial system was ―the gospel in symbol.‖
57
 
White argues that the Old Testament sacrifices prefigured the death of Christ in 
which ―type met antitype‖ and were therefore no longer binding.
58
 The scope of the 
typological method includes not only Christ‘s sacrifice at the cross but also His heavenly 
high priesthood.
59
 Her view of scriptural typology is not only foundational for her views 
on Christ‘s high priestly ministry, but it is also the basis of her understanding of both the 
sanctuary referred to in Dan 8:14 and what the ―cleansing‖ of the sanctuary means.
60
 
Stott does not have such a highly developed typological understanding of the atonement, 
especially as it relates to the high priestly ministry of Jesus and the judgment.
61
 Though 
he refers ―to the sacrifice of Jesus Christ as having perfectly fulfilled the Old Testament 
‗shadows,‘
62
 his main emphasis in the discussion of the significance of sacrifice in the 
                                               
55
E. White, Desire of Ages, 799. 
56E. White, Great Controversy, 420. 
57E. White, Prophets and Kings, 489. See also idem, Patriarchs and Prophets, 594. 
58E. White, Acts of the Apostles, 189. See also idem, Desire of Ages, 54, 757; idem, Spirit of 
Prophecy, 1:201, 2:122, 123. 
59E. White, Patriarchs and Prophets, 365. 
60E. White, Great Controversy, 417-418. 
61See chapter 3, 129-137 of this dissertation. 
62Stott, Cross of Christ, 135. 
 
307 
Old Testament remains the substitutionary nature of that sacrifice.
63
 
Both Stott and White agree on the unity of the whole Scripture.
64
 White writes 
that ―the Scriptures were given to men, not in a continuous chain of unbroken utterances, 
but piece by piece through successive generations.‖
65
 In her view, the whole revelation is 
summarized in Christ to whom all prior revelations point and to whom succeeding 
revelations refer. Her great controversy motif unites all the biblical themes and serves as 
the interpretative framework for post-biblical church history.
66
 In these revelations 
certain specific truths relevant to the respective historical periods in which the revelations 
were given have been emphasized.
67
 Also both Stott and White believe that God 
progressively reveals more of the truth to His people as they become ready to receive it.
68
 
Stott‘s second ―teacher‖ (next to Scripture) is reason combined with dependence 
on the Holy Spirit. It is possible for us to engage reason because we are made in the 
image of God, and one of the qualities which constitute the image of God in humans is 
intelligence and the capacity for introspection.
69
 He adds, however, that our disciplined 
use of the mind must be subject to a humble attitude of submission to the revelation of 
                                               
63Ibid., 149. 
64For a discussion of the different ways of viewing the unity of the Scripture, see John J. Davis, 
―Unity of the Bible,‖ in Hermeneutics, Inerrancy and the Bible, ed. Earl D. Radmacher and Robert D. 
Preus (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1984), 646-650. Davis mentions some examples of the ways in 
which the unity of the Scriptures has been shown. 
65E. White, Selected Messages, 1:19, 20; Stott, ―The Great Commission,‖ in One Race, One 
Gospel, One Task, ed. C.F. Henry and W. S. Mooneyham (Minneapolis: World Wide Publications, 1967), 
48, quoted in Stott, Authentic Christianity, 97; idem, The Bible: Book for Today (Leicester, England: 
InterVarsity Press, 1982), 24, 29; idem, Bible, 137-139. 
66Graham, 154. 
67E. White, Testimonies for the Church, 2:692-693. 
68Ibid., 5:703, 706; idem, Selected Messages, 1:401-402; Stott, Bible, 138, 203. 
69Stott, Reverence for Human Life, Fellowship Paper 278, 1972. 
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God in His Word.
70
 He further argues that faith and reason are not opposed to each other 
and faith is not an alternative to human thought.
71
 
Like Stott, White recognizes the importance of reason in understanding God‘s 
revelation. In her view, reason alone is not enough. Divine illumination is indispensable. 
Whereas faith and reason must work together, nevertheless human reason must ―bow‖ to 
the majesty of divine revelation.
72
 However, she does not depreciate the use of reason. In 
fact, she argues that it is the work of educators to ―train the youth to be thinkers, and not 
mere reflectors of other men‘s thought.‖
73
 Her use of reason, in conjunction with 
Scripture, is evident in her presentation of healthful living principles which she promoted 
as fundamental practices of the Seventh-day Adventist Church. Such recommended 
practices for faithful Seventh-day Adventists are not based on biblical arguments alone. 
Assumptions and Presuppositions 
In this sub-section, there will be a focus on some specific areas of differences in  
the assumptions and presuppositions of both Stott and White which may help in 
explaining the differences in their respective atonement theologies. In this area, Stott and 
White share many similarities and some differences. The similarities are in respect of 
their presuppositions on the love of God, forgiveness of sins, the gravity of sin, human 
moral responsibility, and the wrath of God as previously discussed in chapters 3 and 4. In 
this chapter, only the areas of differences will be discussed for the purposes of analysis. 
                                               
70Stott, Preacher‘s Portrait, 99. 
71Stott, Contemporary Christian, 116. 
72E. White, Steps to Christ, 110. 
73E. White, Education, 17. 
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The principal areas of differences include the issue of creation versus evolution, the great 
controversy theme, the concept of original sin (under the rubric of gravity of sin), and 
Calvinistic theological determinism versus Arminian freewill Theism (under the rubric of 
human moral responsibility). Similarities are to be expected inasmuch as they both 
belong to the evangelical wing of Protestantism and share a common stand on the penal 
substitutionary view of atonement. The differences that are found have to be explained in 
light of the similarities already noted and their common evangelical commitment. 
Creation and Evolution 
A major difference between Stott and White in how they employ reason is evident 
in their divergent positions on creation and evolution. Stott rejects the position that argues 
for a young earth (between 6,000 and 10,000 years old) held by those he refers to as 
―six-day creationists‖ by arguing that ―they have misunderstood the genre of Genesis 1, 
which is evidently a highly stylized literary and theological, not scientific, statement.‖
74
 
With respect to the days of creation, he writes: ―Not many Christians today find it 
necessary to defend the concept of a literal six-day creation, for the text does not demand 
it, and scientific discovery appears to contradict it.‖
75
 But if, as he himself argues, God 
has written His commandments on stone tablets on Sinai and on human hearts,
76
 one can 
only wonder how he can interpret the ―six days‖ of creation in any other way than six 
literal days. This point is crucial in view of the fact that God rested on the seventh-day,
77
 
                                               
74Stott, Evangelical Essentials, 96; Bible, 54; idem, Romans, 162-166. 
75Stott, Bible, 54. 
76Stott, ―The Messenger and God: Studies in Romans 1-5," in Believing and Obeying Jesus Christ, 





and commanded the Israelites to do the same when He gave them the Ten 
Commandments as a memorial of His creative acts.
78
 The biblical context makes it clear 
that God rested on a literal seventh day, and commanded the Israelites to do the same. 
In fact, Stott endorses evolutionary theory when he argues further that ―the 
geological evidence for a gradual development over thousands of millions of years seems 
conclusive.‖
79
 He argues that the several forms of hominids, ―which date from hundreds 
of thousands of years earlier‖ than Adam and Eve ―were not fully human in the biblical 
sense, but pre-Adamic creatures.‖
80
 Stott writes, ―These hominids began to advance 
culturally. They made their cave drawings and buried their dead.‖ He adds, ―It is 
conceivable that God created Adam out of one of them.‖
81
 But if there was death before 
sin, then death is not the wages of sin, contrary to the scriptural assertion that death 
would be the consequence of sin (Gen 2:17). His position destroys the sin-death causality 
necessary for substitutionary atonement. One also wonders how creation of Adam could 
have happened through death, which is part of the evolutionary process. 
In Stott‘s view, though Adam probably evolved from the so-called hominids, 
advancing from the so-called hominid homo erectus to what he called homo divinus, yet 
―he enjoyed a radical discontinuity, owing to his having been created in God‘s image.‖
82
 
How God employed evolution is left unexplained. This position reveals a very grave 
weakness in his apparent effort to accommodate theology to evolutionary science and 
                                               
78Exod 20:8-11. 
79Stott, Bible, 54. 
80Ibid., 54; idem, Romans, 164. 
81Stott, Bible, 55. See also idem, Romans, 164. 
82Stott, Bible, 55. 
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contradicts his position on the authority of Scripture. It has been pointed out that he 
believes that Scripture is ―without error in all that it affirms‖
83
 and that ―whatever 
Scripture affirms is true, whether in the field of religion or ethics, history or science, its 
own nature or origins.‖
84
 Clearly, Stott endorses propositional revelation. 
In the light of the foregoing arguments, it is difficult to understand how he can 
argue that Scripture is without error in all that it affirms and also that God created Adam 
out of the so-called hominids, creatures which supposedly existed several hundreds of 
thousands of years earlier.
85
 Stott‘s argument that God possibly created Adam out of a 
hominid is contradicted in Scripture (Gen 2:7). The biblical account does not give room 
for hundreds of thousands or millions of years of evolutionary processes that eventually 
led to the development of Adam into the full image of God. 
The position he has taken is referred to as theistic evolution.
86
 His assertion that 
―there does not seem to be any biblical reason for denying that some kind of purposive 
evolutionary development may have been the mode which God employed in creating‖
87
 
                                               
83Ibid., 160. See also John Stott, ed., Making Christ Known: Historic Mission Documents from the 
Lausanne Movement 1974-1989, 13-14. 
84Stott, Bible, 160. Stott argues that the Scriptures are without error ―(1) as originally given, and 
(2) as correctly interpreted‖ (Stott, Evangelical Essentials, 101). 
85Stott, Evangelical Essentials, 97. 
86Theistic evolution is the view that God, while keeping discretely in the background, used the 
process of macroevolution to create every living thing. For theological arguments in favor of six literal days 
of creation and its implications for contemporary understanding of atonement, see John T. Baldwin, 
―Revelation 14:7: An Angel‘s Worldview,‖ in Creation, Catastrophe, and Calvary: Why a Global Flood Is 
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is not consistent with the biblical account that after creating for six literal days (evening 
and mornings),
88
 God rested on, blessed, and sanctified the seventh day of creation 
week.
89
 Instead, the Bible affirms that God ―finished‖ the creation of ―the heavens and 
the earth, and all the host of them‖ in six days and rested on the seventh, just like Christ 
―finished‖ His sacrifice on the cross on the sixth day of the week (Friday) and rested in 
the grave on the seventh (Saturday).
90
 Though he writes that he presents the evolutionary 
viewpoint ―tentatively,‖ Stott does not present any biblical evidence for his position on 
the possibility of God employing evolution in His work of creation. However, in spite of 
the preceding arguments, it is important to note that strange as it may sound, Stott, along 
with many evangelical writers, affirms Sola Scriptura but rejects a recent six-day creation. 
White is opposed to both evolutionary theory and its corollary of long-ages 
geological theory. She writes, 
Inferences erroneously drawn from facts observed in nature have, however, led to 
supposed conflict between science and revelation; and in the effort to restore 
harmony, interpretations of Scripture have been adopted that undermine and 
destroy the force of the word of God. Geology has been thought to contradict the 
literal interpretation of the Mosaic record of the creation. Millions of years, it is 
claimed, were required for the evolution of the earth from chaos; and in order to 
accommodate the Bible to this supposed revelation of science, the days of 
creation are assumed to have been vast, indefinite periods, covering thousands or 
even millions of years. Such a conclusion is wholly uncalled for.
91
 
Such interpretations of Scripture that ―undermine and destroy the force of the word of 
God‖ would presumably include the position that rejects the six-day creation week, and 
accepts evolution as the method God used in the creation of the universe, otherwise 
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referred to as theistic evolution. 
Based on the hermeneutical principles already referred to (such as sola Scriptura, 
Scripture explaining Scripture, and plain literal meaning of Scripture), White argues that 
the days of creation were six literal twenty-four-hour days, each day consisting of ―the 
evening and the morning‖ (Gen 1:5).
92
 Contrary to Stott‘s position on theistic evolution, 
White asserts fiat creation. She quotes Ps 33:9, ―‗He spake, and it was done; He 
commanded, and it stood fast.‘‖ Having asserted the biblical truth that God ―could thus 
call into existence unnumbered worlds,‖ she rhetorically raises the question, ―How long a 
time would be required for the evolution of the earth from chaos? In order to account for 
His works, must we do violence to His word?‖
93
 She accounts for the fossil deposits in 
terms of the global flood.
94
 
There are several theological problems with theistic evolution that ought to make 
it unattractive to an evangelical theologian who is committed to sola Scriptura. Lane 
points out that conservative theologians (like Stott) ―fail to provide a consistent 
theological understanding of the Fall.‖
95
 Theistic evolution accepts death in the animal 
world before human sin. Stott‘s advocacy of that theory reveals that he does not show an 
appreciation for the theological implications of a theory that advocates death before 
human sin. This position is not scriptural since it contradicts the clear scriptural position 
that sin and death came into God‘s perfect creation as a consequence of human sin 




95David H. Lane, ―Theological Problems with Theistic Evolution,‖ Bibliotheca Sacra 150 (April-
June 1994): 161. 
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(Gen 1-3). Nigel M. de S. Cameron comments, 
The threat made against man in the garden was a specific one: it was the threat of 
death. Death would follow from his sin. It is a simple connexion which underlines 
what we learn later in Scripture about both death and sin. It is a fundamental 
presupposition of our evangelical understanding of the atonement, such that if the 




Highlighting further the serious theological errors inherent in theistic evolution, 
Lane writes, ―If the general theory of evolution and a historical Fall of some kind are 
both historical facts . . . then human death preceded the entrance of sin into the human 
race, and cannot be its penalty. This claim is a serious theological error.‖
97
 Also Stott‘s 
position on the so-called ―pre-Adamites‖ implies that the development of moral 
consciousness was not implanted by God but occurred in gradual steps by natural 
selection. Such a view plays down the seriousness of the problem of sin and depravity 




Clearly, theistic evolution is incompatible with a stance that upholds the 
preeminent authority of Scripture over and above reason (science) and tradition. It denies 
the doctrine of sin as the cause of physical death, a theological position which 
undermines the doctrines of Christ‘s substitutionary atonement and redemption of 
sinners.
99
 Stott‘s position here is more a pandering to the claims of science than a faithful 
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adherence to Scripture. Stott fails to realize, as do Lane and Cameron, that his 
substitutionary atonement theory is undermined by his acceptance of death before human 
sin. 
Great Controversy Theme 
Though Stott discusses the idea of a conflict between Christ and Satan, 
nevertheless it is evident that the cosmic conflict theme is not well developed in his 
writings. Also the theme is not utilized as an undergirding theme for his theological 
thought. He agrees with the view of Gustav Aulén who ―sees the atonement as a cosmic 
drama in which God in Christ does battle with the powers of evil and gains the victory 
over them.‖
100
 He argues that by His death, ―Jesus saved us not only from sin and guilt, 
but from death and the devil, in fact all evil powers, as well.‖
101
 
Stott discusses Christ‘s victory over the devil in six stages.
102
 The first stage is the 
conquest predicted as recorded in Gen 3:15 and other old Testament texts.
103
 The second 
stage was the conquest begun in the ministry of Jesus. Since he knew Him as his future 
conqueror, ―Satan made many different attempts to get rid of him, for example, through 
the wilderness temptations to avoid the way of the cross . . . through the crowd‘s resolve 
to force him into a politico-military kingship, through Peter‘s contradiction of the 
necessity of the cross . . . , and through the betrayal of Judas whom Satan actually 
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100Stott, Cross of Christ, 228. See also Aulén, Christus Victor. 
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 However, Stott notes, ―We see his kingdom advancing and Satan‘s 
retreating before it, as demons are dismissed, sicknesses are healed and disordered nature 
itself acknowledges its Lord.‖
105
 
The third stage occurred on the cross. Stott argues that Jesus referred to the devil 
as the ―prince of this world‖ who would launch his last offensive against Him, but would 
be ―driven out‖ and ―condemned‖ (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11).
106
 He states that Jesus was 
clearly anticipating that at the time of His death the final contest would take place, in 
which the evil powers would be routed and the devil‘s captives set free.
107
 He argues, 
―By his obedience, his love and his meekness he won a great moral victory over the 
powers of evil. He remained free, uncontaminated, uncompromised. The devil could gain 
no hold on him, and had to concede defeat.‖
108
 
The fourth stage was the resurrection in which the conquest was confirmed and 
announced. Whereas the cross was the victory won, the resurrection was the victory 
endorsed, proclaimed, and demonstrated.
109
 The fifth stage is the extension of the 
conquest through the preaching of the gospel to people in order to call them to repent and 
believe in Christ. He argues that ―every Christian conversion involves a power encounter 
in which the devil is obliged to relax his hold on somebody‘s life and the superior power 
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of Christ is demonstrated.‖
110
 The sixth stage is the conquest consummated at the 
Parousia, that is, at the second coming of Christ. Although Christ is already reigning, ―he 
is also waiting until his enemies become a footstool for his feet‖ at the time when ―every 
knee will bow to him and every tongue confess him Lord.‖
111
 
On her part, White utilizes the cosmic conflict theme as a basic and undergirding 
theme that provided a coherent theological framework for her writings. She employs the 
great controversy (or cosmic conflict) theme in close relationship to the theme of divine 
love. It focuses on the spiritual confrontation between Christ and Satan and builds upon 
the theme of God‘s love. In White‘s view, the focal point of the great controversy is 
Satan‘s attempt to misrepresent the loving character of God so that humans may look 
upon God with fear and think of Him as severe and unforgiving.
112
 This theme is 
regarded by some as a unique contribution of White to Christian theology. Indeed, many 
scholars have identified the great controversy theme as a unifying principle of her 
writings. 
Herbert Douglass has noted that this theme ―provided a coherent framework for 
her theological thought as well as for her principles in education, health, missiology, 
social issues, and environmental topics.‖
113
 White explains the great controversy theme 
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with the biblical narrative from Genesis to Revelation
114
 and depicts the great controversy 
theme as the conceptual ―key‖ for the understanding of the theological and philosophical 
questions confronting humanity today. In a chapter entitled ―Bible Reading and Study‖ in 
the book Education, she presents what she considers a sine qua non for the faithful 
student of Scripture. She encourages serious Bible students to study in order to 
understand the rise of the great controversy and the nature and work of the two principles 
that are contending for supremacy in relation to the divine work of redemption.
115
 
Thus the great controversy theme provides the background for our understanding 
of the development of evil, specifically, how Lucifer (Satan) rebelled against God‘s 
government. Satan‘s core argument is that God cannot be trusted, that His law is severe 
and unfair, and by implication, that the Lawgiver is unfair, severe, and tyrannical and that 
the law needs to be changed.
116
 What Satan began in heaven he has also continued on 
earth. She writes that ―though he [Satan] was cast out of heaven he has continued the 




It must be pointed out, however, that in White‘s thoughts, there is no real 
distinction between God‘s character and the principle that lies at the core of the law of 
God. Divine love is at the heart of God‘s law and is what defines God‘s character.
118
 
Therefore in White‘s view, Satan‘s intent in the great controversy is to discredit the love 
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of God in all its manifestations. God‘s demonstration of His love in the ongoing conflict 
with Satan forms the focus of the five-volume Conflict of the Ages Series and also 
provides the theological foundation for her other theological writings. White ties the 
themes of God‘s love and the great controversy together into a harmonious whole. She 
writes: 
The great controversy is ended. Sin and sinners are no more. The entire universe 
is clean. One pulse of harmony and gladness beats through the vast creation. From 
Him who created all, flow life and light and gladness, throughout the realms of 
illimitable space. From the minutest atom to the greatest world, all things, animate 




Whereas Stott presents God‘s undeserved love as the theological rationale for 
atonement, White focuses on divine love as it is manifested in the great controversy as 
the rationale. Thus she broadens the scope of the rationale for atonement from a focus on 
human salvation to the resolution of the cosmic controversy that started with Satan in 
heaven. However, it has been pointed out that the great (or cosmic) controversy theme is 
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Regarding the issue of the originality of White‘s thoughts, Douglass has argued 
that ―the uniqueness of Ellen White‘s contribution lies not in total originality of thought 
but in her synthesis of divinely revealed insights and the results of her own reading and 
observation.‖
126
 While she selected specific expressions from some contemporary writers 
that helped her present more fully the broad principles of truth that were divinely 
revealed to her, she avoided ideas from those same authors who were not in agreement 
with those principles.
127
 Unlike other authors who also discussed the cosmic (great) 
controversy theme in their writings, White is unique in making it the organizing theme of 
all her theological writings, especially in regard to the need for, the progress, and 
culmination of atonement. 
Gravity of Sin 
According to Stott, the objective criterion which defines sin is the moral law 
which expresses God‘s righteous character and which He has laid down for us to follow 
(Rom 2:15). By sinning we commit ―lawlessness‖ (1 John 3:4) and offend against our 
own highest welfare and the authority and love of God.
128
 He states that Scripture 
emphasizes the godless self-centeredness of sin which rejects the position of dependence 
and which we occupy as creatures and, instead, leads us to make a bid for autonomy. For 
Stott, ―sin is not a regrettable lapse from conventional standards; its essence is hostility to 
God (Rom 8:7), issuing in active rebellion against him.‖
129
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The concept of ―original sin‖ reveals the gravity of the human sinful condition. In 
Christian thought, ―original sin‖ is the theological designation for the state or condition of 
universal sinfulness in which mankind is found as the result of Adam‘s sin.
130
 The 
traditional Christian understanding of original sin includes the notion of personal moral 
guilt for Adam‘s sin that every human being presumably inherits.
131
 In Stott‘s view, the 
concept of ―original sin‖ means that the very nature that is passed on to us from our 
parents is ―tainted and twisted with self-centredness.‖
132
 In his commentary on 
Eph 2:1-10, he quotes the Anglican Article 9 as follows: 
Original sin standeth not in the following of Adam (that is, in imitating him) . . . 
but it is the fault or corruption of the nature of every man that naturally is 
ingendered of the offspring of Adam; whereby man is very far gone from original 
righteousness, and is of his own nature inclined to evil, so that the flesh lusteth 
always contrary to the spirit; and therefore in every person born into this world, it 
deserveth God‘s wrath and damnation.
133
 
Stott adds that what Paul seems to be teaching in Ephesians is that ―our inherited human 
nature itself deserves God‘s wrath and judgment.‖
134
 Utilizing the concept of biblical 
solidarity, he argues that ―it may truly be said that we sinned in Adam, and that in and 
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with him, we incurred guilt and died.‖
135
 
According to Stott, human ―slavery‖ to sin is captured by the concept of ―total 
depravity.‖ For Stott, ―total depravity‖ means ―that no part of any human person (mind, 
emotions, conscience, will, etc.) has remained untainted by the fall.‖
136
 Though in Stott‘s 
view we inherit a fallen sinful nature and guilt, which makes us deserving of divine 
judgment,
137
 nevertheless, he argues that we are morally responsible agents who must 
make a choice between life and death and good and evil (Deut 30:15-20; Josh 24:15; 
Matt 23:37). Stott places a high premium on God‘s sovereignty in human salvation, while 
at the same time he upholds human freedom to choose to come to Christ for salvation. In 
his view, both divine sovereignty and human freedom must be held in tension.
138
 
White has defined sin as both acts of transgressing the law of God
139
 and a 
condition of depravity that involves what she calls ―the propensities of sin,‖ ―inherent 
propensities of disobedience,‖ ―inclinations,‖ or a natural ―bent to evil.‖
140
 She states that 
―there is in his [human] nature a bent to evil, a force which, unaided,‖ human beings 
cannot resist.
141
 Due to Adam‘s sin, ―his posterity was born with inherent propensities of 
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 In a letter written in 1887, she argues that the natural depravity of 
human nature is what accounts for the fact that bad habits are more easily formed than 
good habits, and the bad habits are given up with more difficulty.
143
 Victory over our 
natural human depravity involves the working of the grace of God ―combined with the 
most earnest effort on our part.‖
144
 
White‘s position on the issue of human depravity and freewill is very close to the 
Arminian/Wesleyan tradition
145
 and is probably better expressed as ―free grace‖ that 
emanates from the prevenient saving grace of God. She states that when sin entered the 
world, the will of humanity became enslaved to sin
146
 and ―through the will . . . sin 
retains its hold upon us.‖
147
 Thus there is no power in the ―unaided human will‖ to 
oppose sin, but through Jesus Christ the will of the human being is freed.
148
 Thus without 
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divine help, human beings have no power to overcome sin. But true to her Arminian 
theological leaning, she does not overemphasize divine sovereignty, but still gives 
appropriate weight to human cooperation with God in the work of salvation. As argued 
above, she asserts that God‘s grace must be combined with the most earnest effort on our 
part in order for us to gain victory over sin. 
Though White agrees with the Reformers on the radical nature of human 
depravity, she does not subscribe to the doctrine of original sin as traditionally 
understood. This is a major difference between her and Stott. She writes, ―Sin is a 
tremendous evil. Through sin the whole human organism is deranged, the mind is 
perverted, the imagination corrupted. Sin has degraded the faculties of the soul. 
Temptations from without find an answering chord within the heart, and the feet turn 
imperceptibly toward evil.‖
149
 Several Seventh-day Adventist theologians argue that 
though White agrees with the idea of an inherent natural depravity of humanity, she does 
not teach that humans inherit guilt from Adam.
150
 It has already been shown that Stott is 
in full agreement with the traditional understanding of original sin as taught by the 
Anglican Church. 
One leading representative of the Adventist theological position on original sin 
(and as a corollary, of White‘s position) is Edward Heppenstall. He writes that ―the state 
of sin into which all men are born is called original sin—not in the sense of original guilt, 
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but of an inherited disposition to sin‖ which goes back to the first parents of the human 
race.
151
 Heppenstall ascribes the origin of sin to human alienation from God and asserts 
that ―original sin is not per se wrong doing, but wrong being.‖
152
 The general consensus 
of Adventist scholars seems to regard sin as an act (1 John 3:4) and an inherited sinful 
state (Ps 51:5; Eph 2:3). Unless we are fully surrendered to the Holy Spirit, the sinful 
nature entices us to commit individual acts of sin.
153
 
White‘s focus is not so much on Adam‘s guilt, which is supposedly passed on to 
us, as it is on individual guilt that arises from particular sinful choices. She writes: ―It is 
inevitable that children should suffer from the consequences of parental wrongdoing, but 
they are not punished for the parents' guilt, except as they participate in their sins. It is 
usually the case, however, that children walk in the steps of their parents.‖
154
 Her 
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orientation seems to move in a way that contrasts with Stott‘s in relation to the alleged 
inheritance of guilt through Adam. 
However, because White believes in the inherent sinful condition of humans,
155
 
she also believes that all human beings are in a ―helpless condition‖ in regard to 
obedience to the law ―unless they accept the atonement provided for them in the remedial 
sacrifice of Jesus Christ, who is our atonement—at-one-ment with God.‖
156
 But they are 
not so depraved that they are totally subject to a deterministic election on the part of the 
redeeming God. While sinners cannot initiate their own salvation, God‘s grace permits 




Human Moral Responsibility 
Despite the fact that Stott subscribes to the idea of original sin as traditionally 
understood, he nevertheless still believes unequivocally that humans are responsible for 
both the choices they make and their actions. A human being is not an automaton that is 
programmed to perform and respond, nor is he an animal who functions at the level of 
                                               
sin‖ of Adam. Her references to inherited sin are generally in the context of the results of human choices as 
they relate to family relationships and biological inheritance. See ―The Offering of Strange Fire,‖ Signs of 
the Times, July 1, 1880, p. 289; idem, ―Temptation—What Is It?‖ Signs of the Times, May 27, 1897, 5. It is 
especially important to point out that in her discussion of the curse of Canaan‘s sons by Noah, White does 
not espouse the idea of inherited guilt, but instead reveals the result of the participation of children in 
parental guilt through their own choices (Patriarchs and Prophets, 117-118). In the light of the arguments 
above, it is more theologically consistent with the general tenor of White‘s writings to state that she does 
not espouse the idea of inherited guilt nor its corollary doctrine of original sin. As already pointed out 
above, most Adventist scholars interpret these two references to our inheriting guilt from Adam in the light 
of her more theologically consistent position that parents do not pass on guilt to their children. 
155E. White, Selected Messages, 1:344. 
156E. White, ―The Law,‖ Manuscript 122, November 23, 1901 (Center for Adventist Research, 
Andrews University, Berrien Springs, MI). 





 Nevertheless, Stott argues that the concept of ―original sin‖ means that the 
very nature that is passed on to us from our parents is ―tainted and twisted with self-
centeredness.‖
159
 Jesus taught that evil thoughts and actions come from within the hearts 
of human beings (Mark 7:21-23) and that the sinner is a ―slave of sin‖ (John 8:34). In the 
words of Stott, we are ―enslaved to the world (public fashion and opinion), the flesh (our 
fallen nature) and the devil (demonic forces).‖
160
 Even after Christ liberates us, ―we are 
not entirely rid of the insidious power of our fallenness‖ (Rom 7:25).
161
 
Stott argues that the reality of the original sin and the attendant human depravity 
diminishes but does not destroy our responsibility. It is in recognition of our weakness 
that God is patient toward us and slow to anger and has not dealt with us according to our 
sins (Ps 103:10, 14). Nevertheless, Scripture regards us as morally responsible agents  
who must make a choice between life and death and good and evil (Deut 30:15-20; 
Josh 24:15; Matt 23:37). Stott acknowledges the place of God‘s sovereignty in human 
salvation, while at the same time upholding human freedom to choose to come to Christ 
for salvation.
162
 However, it is evident that Stott‘s atonement theology is Calvinistic as 
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his emphasis on God‘s unconditional election of the elect shows.
163
 In view of his 
emphasis on God‘s unconditional election, while he still holds humans responsible for 




Like Stott, White also places a high premium on human moral responsibility. 
Since God is fair, loving, and respectful of His created intelligent beings, He does not 
coerce, force, intimidate, or deceive them in order to obtain their submission and 
compliance, neither does He bypass the will.
165
 He appeals to human reason and allows 
each person to decide for or against His revealed will based on the available evidence and 
their love for Him.
166
 Because God is willing to wait until the whole evidence regarding 
Satan‘s charges in the great controversy becomes apparent to all creatures, and because 
He will not force compliance with His will, ―the principle of conditionality permeates His 
relationship with His created intelligences—He waits for people to respond.‖
167
 
White argues that the divine work of salvation requires certain human responses 
beyond mere mental assent to what Christ has already done. Saved people are 
                                               
affairs since He has voluntarily given humans freedom of choice with regard to the same. Like David 
Basinger, Pinnock and some other evangelical scholars support the Arminian position that God expresses 
His love not by controlling everything, but grants humans freedom to choose contrary to His will. 
163See chapter 3 of this dissertation, pp. 152-153, 163-164, 168-176, 178-180. 
164Basinger, Case for Freewill Theism, 27. A compatibilist theological determinist believes that 
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165E. White, Counsels to Parents, Teachers, and Students, 22, 466; idem, Desire of Ages, 487, 759; 
idem, Christ‘s Object Lessons, 74, 77, 101, 235; idem, Steps to Christ, 34; idem, Mount of Blessing, 142; 
idem, Early Writings, 221. 
166E. White, Steps to Christ, 43-47; idem, Desire of Ages, 458; idem, Testimonies, 3:255. 
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329 
transformed sinners, and transformation involves human decisions at every stage.
168
 One 
aspect of the human response to atonement provided on Calvary is character 
development. ―It is character that decides destiny.‖
169
 One reason why character decides 
destiny is the fact that human beings are responsible beings who have the capacity for 
spiritual and moral growth. Created in ―the image of God,‖ human beings are created 
with freedom to make moral choices. Evidently, White‘s atonement theology is clearly 
Arminian in orientation. 
In White‘s theology, humans are totally depraved but prevenient grace creates in 
them the capacity to choose. Also, their destiny is not determined by a sovereign God 
who arbitrarily ―elects‖ some to be saved and others to be lost.
170
 White highlights the 
fact that because God is love, He eagerly longs for a loving response from humans. 
Eternal life is promised only to those who choose to forsake their sins and gladly 
cooperate with the Holy Spirit in reconstructing their habit patterns.
171 
God permits the 
law of cause and effect with all His created beings, including humans, so that all can see 
the results of both obedience and disobedience to God‘s revealed will.
172
 
According to White, the redeemed will be composed of those who have submitted 
themselves to the control of the Holy Spirit and have been enabled to cooperate with God 
                                               
168E. White, Selected Messages, 1:378; idem, Patriarchs and Prophets, 535; idem, Thoughts from 
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in developing a habitual attitude of love and obedience to God‘s will and have 
demonstrated they can be trusted with eternal life, so that never again will the universe be 
placed in jeopardy.
173
 In light of the arguments above, White is a freewill theist
174
 
because she maintains that God has given humans freedom to make life choices and has 
voluntarily given up complete control over the decisions they make. 
Centrality of the Cross 
Having examined their similarities and differences regarding their respective 
assumptions, presuppositions, and methodology, it is clear that both Stott and White 
share a lot of similarities and some prominent differences in their respective atonement 
theologies as already pointed out. With regard to the centrality of the cross in atonement, 
their positions are very similar. John Stott views the death of Christ as very central to His 
mission. He writes: ―From Jesus‘ youth, indeed from his birth, the cross casts its shadow 
ahead of him. His death was central to his mission.‖
175
 The fact that the church has 




The strongest reason that Stott adduces for his assertion that the death of Christ 
was central to His mission is because it originated in the mind of Jesus Himself. ―The 
centrality of the cross originated in the mind of Jesus himself‖ and ―it was out of loyalty 
                                               
173E. White, Christ‘s Object Lessons, 96, 280, 315, 317.  
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freedom to choose between what is compatible and what is incompatible with God‘s will for us, He has 
given up complete control over human life decisions. See Basinger, 33. 
175Stott, Cross of Christ, 17. See also his Evangelical Truth, 68, and Basic Christianity, 82-86. 
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to him that his followers clung so doggedly to this sign.‖
177
 He emphasized that the most 
important reason for the death of Jesus on the cross was His own deliberate choice. In his 
view, Jesus died not because He believed He was fated
178
 nor because He chose to be a 
martyr,
179
 but because ―he believed Old Testament Scripture to be his Father‘s revelation 
and that he was totally resolved to do his Father‘s will and finish his Father‘s work.‖
180
 
Stott notes that despite the great importance of the teaching and example of Jesus, 
and of His compassion and power, none of these was central to His mission. He opines 
that ―what dominated his mind was not the living but the giving of his life.‖
181
 He adds 
that the four evangelists who bore witness to Jesus in the Gospels reveal that they 
understand this ―by the disproportionate amount of space which they give to the story of 
his last days on earth, his death and resurrection.‖
182
 To emphasize the centrality of the 
cross, he quotes Emil Brunner who argues that ―faith in the Mediator—in the event which 




The cross of Christ is also the center of all White‘s theological writings. Writing 
on what she thinks should be the main focus for diligent ministers of the gospel, she 
writes that ―the sacrifice of Christ as an atonement for sin is the great truth around which 
                                               
177Ibid., 24. Stott argues that the cross was central to the mind of Paul because ―it had been central 
to the mind of Christ‖ (Evangelical Truth, 68). See also idem, Why I Am a Christian, 50. 




182Ibid. See also his Basic Christianity, 84. 
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all other truths cluster.‖
184
 In White‘s view, every other doctrine receives its influence 
and power from the achievement of Christ on the cross. The cross also reveals to us the 
critical importance of the law of God in atonement.
185
 
White argues that the cross presents the law and the gospel as being essential to 
atonement. She writes: ―Christ and Him crucified, is the message God would have His 
servants sound through the length and breadth of the world. The law and the gospel will 
then be presented as a perfect whole.‖
186
 Thus, she views the cross as the evidence that 
the law and gospel are in harmony with regard to human redemption. For White, genuine 
Christian doctrine must focus on the work of Christ on the cross and the raison d'être—
the transgression of the law of God.
187
 Stott agrees with White on the essential unity of 
the law and the gospel. He argues that ―the law must be allowed to do its God-given duty 
today. . . . We must never bypass the law and come straight to the gospel. To do so is to 
contradict the plan of God in biblical history.‖
188
 
According to Stott, the salvation that atonement brings leads to obedience to the 
law,
189
 though not in a legalistic or antinomian manner.
190
 In his view, the redeemed  
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185 E. White, ―Circulation of Great Controversy,‖ Manuscript 31, 1890, quoted in The Ellen G. 
White 1888 Materials (Washington, DC: Ellen G. White Estate, 1987), 806. See also Manuscript 49, 1898, 
quoted in Seventh-day Adventist Bible Commentary, 7:458. 
186 E. White, ―The Uplifted Savior,‖ Review and Herald, September 29, 1896, 613. 
187E. White, Testimonies for the Church, 6:54. 
188Stott, Message of Galatians, 92, 93. 
 
189 John R. W. Stott, Men Made New (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1966), 65. 
 
190 Stott, Galatians, 109; idem, Romans, 191. 
 
333 
delights in the law as the revelation of God‘s will and also recognize ―that the power to 
fulfill it is not in the law but in the Spirit.‖
191
 Thus in Stott‘s and White‘s respective 
theologies, the cross remains very central. Both emphasize the continuing validity of the 
law of God and the necessity for Christians to keep it not as a means of salvation, but as 
free expression of obedience to Jesus who died as our substitute to bring us salvation. 
For both Stott and White, the Father and the divine Son suffered when Christ was 
dying as our Substitute on the cross. Stott argues that in the event of the cross, contrary to 
the traditional view of divine impassibility, ―God in Christ bore our sins and died our 
death because of his love and justice.‖
192
 He argues further, ―If God‘s full and final self-
revelation was given in Jesus, moreover, then his feelings and sufferings are an authentic 
reflection of the feelings and sufferings of God himself.‖
193
 Similarly White writes: ―The 
righteous One must suffer the condemnation and wrath of God, not in vindictiveness; for 
the heart of God yearned with greatest sorrow when His Son, the guiltless, was suffering 
the penalty of sin.‖
194
 In reference to Christ‘s crucifixion, she writes, ―There are many 
who have thought that the Father had no part in the sufferings of the Son; but this is a 
mistake. The Father suffered with the Son.‖
195
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Atonement as Penal Substitution 
In Stott‘s view, the reason for atonement arises from the human need for 
forgiveness which arose from the gravity of sin and the majesty of God. The question that 
arose was how the holy God, acting in consistency with His character, could express both 
His holiness in judgment and His love in pardon of human sin.
196
 His answer is given: 
―Only by providing a divine substitute for the sinner, so that the substitute would receive 
the judgment and the sinner the pardon.‖
197
 He also adds that ―the penal consequence, the 
deserved penalty of alienation from God, has been borne by Another in our place, so that 
we may be spared it.‖
198
 
Stott argues that though the essence of atonement is substitution, nevertheless, he 
emphasizes that the incarnation is indispensable to the atonement. He writes, 
Neither Christ alone as man nor the Father alone as God could be our substitute. 
Only God in Christ, God the Father‘s own and only Son made man, could take 
our place. . . . The incarnation is indispensable to the atonement. In particular, it is 
essential to affirm that the love, the holiness and the will of the Father are 
identical with the love, the holiness and the will of the Son. God was in Christ 
reconciling the world to himself.
199
 
According to Stott, God imputes Christ‘s righteousness to us and at the same time 
imputes our sins to Christ. In explaining how Isa 53 shows that Christ died a 
substitutionary death for us, Stott quotes two NT references (2 Cor 5:21 and Gal 3:13) 
and then writes concerning the Pauline concept of ―imputation‖: ―When we are united to 
Christ a mysterious exchange takes place: he took our curse, so that we may receive his 
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blessing; he became sin with our sin, so that we may become righteous with his 
righteousness.‖
200
 Stott argues that imputation does not mean the transfer of one person‘s 
moral qualities to another. He asserts, ―What was transferred to Christ was not moral 
qualities but legal consequences. He voluntarily accepted liability for our sins. That is 
what the expression ‗made sin‘ and ‗made a curse‘ mean. Similarly, ‗the righteousness of 
God‘ which we become when we are ‗in Christ‘ is not here righteousness of character 
and conduct (although that grows within us by the working of the Holy Spirit), but rather 
a righteous standing before God.‖
201
 
White holds a similar view with Stott on penal substitution. She writes, 
Christ bore the penalty that would have fallen upon the transgressor; and through 
faith the helpless, hopeless sinner becomes a partaker of the divine nature, 
escaping the corruption that is in the world through lust. Christ imputes his 
perfection and righteousness to the believing sinner when he does not continue in 
sin, but turns from transgression to obedience of the commandments. Christ 
rendered perfect obedience to the law, and man could not possibly obey the holy 
precepts had it not been for the provision that was made for the salvation of the 
fallen sons and daughters of Adam.
202
 
She also writes, ―Christ receives upon him the guilt of man's transgression, while he lays 
upon all who receive him by faith, who return to their allegiance to God, his own spotless 
righteousness.‖
203
 Thus in White‘s view, Christ‘s perfect obedience to the law and 
righteousness are imputed to the repentant believer. It is the perfect obedience and 
righteousness of Christ which are the basis of our justification by God. 
According to Stott, penal substitution not only takes care of the need for the 
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―satisfaction‖ of God‘s law, his honor, his justice, or the moral order, but it ―insists on the 
satisfaction of God Himself in every aspect of his being, including both his justice and his 
love.‖
204
 For Stott, that means that ―an actual and dreadful separation took place between 
the Father and the Son.‖
205
 However, the separation was only momentary,
206
 because, ―at 
once, emerging from that outer darkness, he [Christ] cried in triumph, ‗It is finished,‘‖
207
 
indicating that ―the salvation he had come to win was accomplished.‖
208
 White makes a 
similar statement with regard to the separation of the Father and the Son. She writes that 
―the awful darkness‖ gathered around Christ ―because of the withdrawal of the Father‘s 
love and favor‖ since He was ―standing in the sinner‘s place‖ by suffering ―the 
condemnation and wrath of God,‖ even though not in vindictiveness.
209
 
Substitution and Sacrifice 
As discussed earlier in chapter 3,
210
 Stott states that sacrificial language and 
idioms are widely used in the New Testament. Sometimes the reference is unambiguous 
(Eph 5:2) and at other times, the reference is less direct (Gal 1:4; Heb 9:14). However, 
the background of thought is still the Old Testament sacrificial system. The letter to the 
Hebrews portrayed the sacrifice of Christ as having perfectly fulfilled the Old Testament  
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―shadows‖ (Heb 8:3, 5). It also depicts Christ as having sacrificed Himself (9:11-12) 
once for all (9:23-26) in order to restore us into fellowship with God.
211
 In the book of 
Revelation, Jesus is seen in heaven as both ―the Lion of the tribe of Judah‖ and as a Lamb 
which appears ―as though it had been slain‖ (Rev 5:5, 6, 12).
212
 Stott argues that ―from 
the early chapters of Genesis to the final chapters of the Revelation we can trace what 
some writers have called a scarlet thread.‖
213
 In short, both the Old and New Testaments 




In the context of the Old Testament sacrificial system, Stott argues that ―the 
notion of substitution is that one person takes the place of another, especially in order to 
bear his pain and to save him from it.‖
215
 He notes that the idea of substitution was 
applied by God Himself to the sacrifices. Abraham sacrificed a ram which God had 
provided ―as a burnt offering instead of his son‖ (Gen 22:13).
216
 Though Stott notes that 
some scholars see the laying-on of hands as a symbol of the transfer of the sins of the 
worshiper to the animal, he interprets the act as a means for the worshiper to solemnly 
declare that the victim was standing in his place as a sinner.
217
 He adds that having taken 
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the place of the worshiper, the substitute animal was killed ―in recognition that the 
penalty for sin was death, its blood (symbolizing that the death has been accomplished) 
was sprinkled, and the life of the offerer was spared.‖
218
 
In Stott‘s view, ―what makes atonement ‗on the altar‘ is the shedding of 
substitutionary lifeblood.‖
219
 Referring to Lev 17:11, Stott argues that ―we are to think of 
the sacrificial system as God-given, not man-made, and of the individual sacrifices not as 
a human device to placate God but as a means of atonement provided by God himself.‖
220
 
God has done this in the person of the second person of the Godhead, Jesus Christ. In his 




Both Stott and White see Christ as both the victim and the High Priest,
222
 but they 
disagree on the interpretation of the two goats that played a central role on the Day of 
Atonement. While Stott sees Christ as the One symbolized by both the sacrificed goat 
whose blood was taken into the inner sanctuary and the scapegoat which carried away the 
people‘s sins,
223
 White sees the sacrificed goat as the symbol of Christ and the scapegoat 
as the symbol of Satan.
224
 This is a crucial difference between the two theologies.
225
 
                                               
218
Stott, Cross of Christ, 137. For a fuller discussion of the theological meaning of laying of hands 
on the sacrificial victim, see Angel M. Rodriguez, Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus, and Morris, The 
Atonement, 45, 47. 
219Stott, Cross of Christ, 138. 
220Ibid. 
221Ibid., 144. 
222Ibid., 179; White, Desire of Ages, 25. 
223Stott, Cross of Christ, 144. 
224E. White, Acts of the Apostles, 33; idem, Great Controversy, 422. 
225See Questions on Doctrine, 391-401, for a defense of White‘s interpretations of the two victims. 
 
339 
White‘s view on penal substitution agrees essentially with that of Stott, even 
though she apparently attaches more importance to the law of God than does Stott. It is 
the need for the satisfaction of divine justice that necessitated the introduction of the 
sacrificial system. She writes, ―Notwithstanding the justice of God, and the guilt of the 
transgressor of his holy law, a way was devised whereby satisfaction could be made to 
the law by the infinite sacrifice of the Son of God.‖
226
 In 1890 White asserts that ―had the 
law of God never been transgressed, there would have been no death, and no need of a 
Saviour; consequently there would have been no need of sacrifices.‖
227
 She argues that 
while the death of Jesus brought an end to the types in the Old Testament that were 
pointing forward to the Savior and His death, it did not in the least detract from our 
obligation to keep the moral law. She writes, ―On the contrary, the very fact that it was 




In White‘s view, there is no sharp discontinuity in God‘s method of saving people 
under the old covenant and His method for doing the same in the new covenant. 
Therefore, the moral law remains valid under both covenants.
229
 Stott also points out the 
validity of the moral law by arguing that on the cross, God (in Christ) paid the penalty for 
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the broken law and vindicated its sanctity.
230
 He writes, ―The law is the expression of his 
[God‘s] own moral being, and his [God‘s] moral being is always self-consistent.‖
231
 But, 
as has been shown earlier in this chapter, he contradicts his own stand on the validity of 
the law when he dismisses the idea of a literal six-day creation, thus also invalidating the 
idea of the seventh-day Sabbath (as contained in the Decalogue) which is clearly 
predicated on the idea of a literal six-day period of the divine creation of our world. 
In light of this argument, White apparently puts more emphasis on the importance 
of the law than does Stott. Like Stott, White presents Christ in His work of atonement as 
taking the penalty of our sins on Himself as our Substitute.
232
 She clearly states that sin is 
transferred from the penitent sinner to the sacrificial victim. Stott merely refers to the 
views of other scholars on the act of laying-on of hands as a symbol of the transfer of sin 
from the sinner to the victim and interprets the act as means for the worshiper to solemnly 
declare that the victim was standing in his place as a sinner.
233
 
This issue of the possibility of transfer of sins from sinner to victim is significant 
for the understanding of whether the heavenly sanctuary would need cleansing as a result 
of the record of the confessed sins of believers that would be transferred there, as will be 
shown below. White‘s position on this is probably due to her typological hermeneutics. 
White writes, ―By placing his hands upon the head of the victim the sin of the individual 
was transferred to the victim, and in his [in its] suffering the sinner saw Christ typified, 
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 and the Role of Law 
White explains the need for penal substitution as follows: ―Justice demands that 
sin be not merely pardoned, but the death penalty must be executed. God, in the gift of 
His only-begotten Son, met both these requirements. By dying in man's stead, Christ 
exhausted the penalty and provided a pardon.‖
236
 Concerning Christ‘s substitutionary 
death, White writes, ―As the substitute and surety for sinful man, Christ was to suffer 
under divine justice. He was to understand what justice meant. He was to know what it 
means for sinners to stand before God without an intercessor.‖
237
 Therefore, through the 
cross of Christ, God could put forgiveness on a moral foundation since ―the Divine 
Lawgiver and Divine Forgiver was also the Divine Victim.‖
238
 She clearly agrees with 
Stott on the unity of the Father and the Son in atonement on the cross.
239
 
White also agrees with Stott on the unity of God‘s mercy and justice, but takes 
this even further. She presents the unity of the two concepts in the context of the great 
controversy. She points out that Lucifer had argued that the imposition of an absolute 
divine law showed that God was a tyrant, and that if the law is just, it cannot be relaxed, 
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in which case justice makes mercy impossible.
240
 It is evident that Lucifer had not 
foreseen the implications of Christ‘s death in regard to his charges against God‘s 
character and law. Through His death on the cross, Jesus brought God‘s justice and 




The law‘s role, not as savior, but as a standard for human moral behavior, is 
crucial to White‘s view. She writes: ―Those only who have a just regard for the law of 
God can rightly estimate the atonement of Christ.‖
242
 In broad terms, Stott agrees with 
White‘s position on the importance of Christian moral behavior. He asserts, ―Good works 
are indispensable to salvation --- not as its ground or means, . . . but as its consequence 
and evidence.‖
243
 This assertion is in accord with his stand on the continuing validity of 
the moral law, even though he undermines his own argument in this regard, as earlier 
shown in this chapter. Stott‘s position on the importance of good works is undermined by 
his Calvinistic presuppositions, namely, total depravity, unconditional election and 
irresistible grace, which ensures the final salvation of the elect.  
It has been argued earlier that Stott denies synergism between God‘s grace and 
the human response of faith. The only conclusion one is left with is that his theological 
position is definitely Calvinist, a position which affirms monergism.
244
 In White‘s view, 
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atonement on the cross goes beyond merely fulfilling the forensic demands of the law; it 
also upholds the sanctity and validity of the divine law and government.
245
 Therefore, 
obedience to the law is crucial for the redeemed. 
In an aspect of atonement theology that is unique to her, she argues that Christ‘s 
death as our Substitute has a cosmic ―redemptive‖ dimension with regard to the heavenly 
angels who share with us ―the fruits of Christ's victory.‖
246
 She states that ―without the 
cross they [the unfallen angels] would be no more secure against evil than were the 
angels before the fall of Satan.‖
247
 Thus Christ‘s atonement has salvific repercussions for 
human believers on earth as well as angels and other dwellers of the unfallen worlds in 
the sense that it confirms them in their loyalty to God. Therefore in White‘s view, 
atonement has cosmic dimensions beyond the salvation of human beings. The flow of the 
biblical metanarrative, beginning with creation and culminating in the second coming of 
Christ and the final white throne judgment, viewed in light of the cosmic controversy, 
vindicates God‘s love and justice. 
Four Phases
248
 of Atonement 
The idea of atonement as a process in different phases is unique to White and 
Seventh-day Adventist theology. Wood has rightly argued that the key element in 
White‘s presentation of the atonement is the idea that ―the entire incarnation is one phase 
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(among several) of the atonement.‖
249
 Heppenstall‘s presentation of atonement in three 
stages, that is, atonement at the cross, atonement through the high priestly ministry of 
Christ, and atonement through judgment,
250
 captures three of the meanings of atonement 
as presented by White. She also discusses a fourth phase of atonement, that is, Christ‘s 
life of suffering and entire work of redemption. In a similar vein, Fortin has pointed out 
that White uses the term atonement in three different ways which ranged ―from a specific, 
focused meaning to a broad meaning,‖
251
 including Calvary as a complete atonement, His 
high priestly ministry in the heavenly sanctuary, and His entire life of suffering.
252
 
White presents atonement in four stages, namely, the incarnation, the cross, high 
priestly ministry, and judgment. However, the phases overlap and are not strictly 
chronological. White‘s presentation of atonement in four phases brings out clearly her 
broader view of atonement in contrast to the narrower view of Stott, which focuses 
mainly on the cross. As already discussed in chapter 4, White‘s view of atonement in 
phases not only focuses on the human need for salvation, and the provision made at the 
cross, it also broadens the scope of atonement to include the cosmic dimension of the 
vindication of God‘s character and government in light of the accusation of Satan against 
God, and His law in the great controversy.
253
 
Stott discusses the cross not just as a revelation of God‘s justice, but also as a 
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revelation of His love.
254
 He also sees the atonement as a cosmic drama in which God in 
Christ does battle with the powers of evil and gains the victory over them.
255
 He argues 
that by His death, ―Jesus saved us not only from sin and guilt, but from death and the 
devil, in fact all evil powers, as well.‖
256
 He discusses the victory of Christ over the devil 
in six stages, namely, the conquest predicted in Eden (Gen 3:15), the conquest begun in 
Christ‘s ministry (as we see His kingdom advancing and Satan‘s retreating), the conquest 
achieved at the cross (the decisive stage), the conquest confirmed and announced (the 
resurrection), the conquest extended (through the preaching of the gospel and conversion 
of sinners), and the conquest consummated (at the second coming of Christ).
257
 
However, it is important to point out that though Stott discusses both the issue of 
the cross as the vindication of God‘s love and justice, and the victory of Christ over the 
devil in six stages, he does not have ―cosmic controversy‖ as a major theme, and does not 
employ it as an undergirding principle for the presentation of his theological thought. On 
the other hand, as already shown in chapter 4, White utilizes the cosmic controversy 
theme as an undergirding theme for her theological thought. The theme runs through her 
Conflict of the Ages series and other books as well.
258
 
In the case of White, though the idea of atonement in stages is clearly indicated in 
White‘s writings, it is not systematically organized and presented. The systematization of 
her theological thoughts has been criticized on the basis of the argument that her 
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theological writings are mainly a ―thorough going narrative,‖ with ―propositions‖ 
interspersed in between large portions of narrative and expansive exhortations given for 
the spiritual formation of believers.
259
 Nevertheless, the idea of atonement in phases is so 
clearly depicted in her writings that it cannot be missed by an objective researcher who 
takes into consideration the totality of her writings and her foundational theological 
presuppositions. 
Achievement of the Cross and Scope of Atonement 
The achievement of the cross will be examined in terms of the different 
theological concepts both Stott and White employ in the discussion of the achievement of 
the cross in order to lay out in clear terms what Jesus achieved for our atonement by His 
life, death, resurrection, and high priestly ministry. The scope of atonement will discuss 
how ―universal‖ or ―particular‖ their different conceptions of atonement are. 
The Achievement of the Cross 
It has already been shown that the basic concept of atonement employed by both 
Stott and White is penal substitution. However, regarding the possibility of the revocation 
of a believer‘s justification, they hold divergent views. While Stott holds to the 
Calvinistic doctrine of the perseverance of the saints (which implies irrevocable 
justification), White holds to the Arminian viewpoint that only those who choose to 
continue to be faithful will continue to be justified. Their major difference, in the area of 
the scope of atonement, is perhaps due to their presuppositions on the concept of divine 
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sovereignty and human free will. 
Stott notes that the salvation offered by Christ is presented in theological terms 
like ―propitiation,‖ ―redemption,‖ ―justification,‖ and ―reconciliation.‖ For him, the 
underlying idea that the images reveal ―is the truth that God in Christ has borne our sin 
and died our death to set us free from sin and death.‖
260
 He also argues that ‗substitution‘ 
is not another ‗theory‘ or ‗image‘ of atonement among the others but is, in fact, the 
foundation of all of them. In other words, substitution is a reality. In his words, ―if God in 




According to Stott, God‘s wrath against sin and sinners is what is propitiated, but 
it is the love of God which did the propitiating.
262
 The propitiatory sacrifice was not a 
thing or an animal but God Himself in the person of His son.
263
 Redemption focuses on 
our enslavement by sin which made the divine rescue necessary. We have been ransomed 
by the payment of a price, that is, ―the atoning death of God‘s Son.‖
264
 Reconciliation is 
fully the work of God which follows and is the result of justification.
265
 
White employs such expressions as ―substitute and surety‖ (penal substitution), 
revelation of the character of the Father, vindication of God‘s law and government, 
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pattern for believers, and ultimate victory over Satan to describe Christ‘s work of 
atonement. However, the concept she emphasizes most is penal substitution.
266
 In 
reference to the cross, she argues that ―the glorious Redeemer of a lost world was 
suffering the penalty of man's transgression of the Father's law.‖
267
 She uses the 
expression ―Substitute and Surety‖ primarily to refer to Christ‘s atoning death on Calvary 
on behalf of sinners. As ―substitute,‖ He suffered the punishment for sin in our stead, and 
as ―surety,‖ He guaranteed that all our debts would be paid and our obligations to God 




Stott distinguishes justification from condemnation and sees justification as an 
anticipation of the last judgment with respect to the Christian believer. He writes: 
Justification is a legal or forensic term, belonging to the law courts. Its opposite is 
condemnation and both are the pronouncements of a judge. In a Christian context 
they are the alternative eschatological verdicts which God may pass on judgment 
day. So when God justifies sinners today, he anticipates his own final judgment 
by bringing into the present what belongs properly to the last day.
269
 
White may well agree with the above statement by Stott. However, Stott‘s idea of 
irrevocable justification, as an anticipation of the last judgment, renders particularly a 
pre-Advent judgment of the believers superfluous and is a major difference between his 
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atonement theology and that of White. According to Stott, justification takes place in an 
instant,
270
 whereas sanctification describes the process by which justified Christians are 
changed into the likeness of Christ.
271
 Like many evangelicals, Stott believed in the ―total 
depravity‖ of humanity, which he defines as the position that asserts that ―every part of 
our humanness has been twisted by the Fall.‖
272
 This, he argues, is the reason why he 
insists on ―the need both for a radical salvation and for non-contributory grace.‖
273
 
Consistent with his understanding of divine predestination, God‘s eternal decree 
and the effective call of the believer (as will be shown below in the discussion of the 
scope of atonement), Stott argues that justification cannot be lost. He argues that our 
justification ―is not sporadic but continuous, not precarious but secure.‖
274
 A justification 
that cannot be lost, based on divine predestination and unconditional election, has no 
room for a final judgment of the justified believer. 
White agrees with Stott on his basic concept of justification. In White‘s thought, 
―justification is a full, complete pardon of sin.‖
275
 She states that at the very moment a 
sinner accepts Christ by faith, he/she is pardoned and the righteousness of Christ is 
imputed to him/her.
276
 All that the sinner needs to do is to ―simply grasp by faith the free 
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and ample provision made in the blood of Christ.‖
277
 Elsewhere she has written: 
―Justification is wholly of grace and not procured by any works that fallen man can 
do.‖
278
 Like Stott who argues that ―justification is by grace alone, in Christ alone, through 
faith alone,‖
279
 White also argues that justification ―is wholly a free gift,‖ and humans 
cannot merit salvation by anything we may do.
280
 
Nevertheless, White argues for the crucial role of the believer‘s free will in both 
justification and sanctification.
281
 White asserts that ―there are conditions to receiving 
justification and sanctification, and the righteousness of Christ.‖
282
 The conditions 
include obedience to Christ‘s words,
283
 and His law,
284
 and genuine repentance.
285
 Stott 
agrees with White that there are conditions to receiving justification.
286
 A crucial 
difference is that in White‘s view, justification can be lost. The redeemed are secure as 
long as they are focusing on Christ, our heavenly High Priest, by faith. He is the source of 
our justification and sanctification unto perfection.
287
  
Apart from the differences already pointed out, their respective understanding and 
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presentations of justification are very similar. Stott denies that justification and 
forgiveness are synonymous. He argues, ―Pardon is negative, the remission of a penalty 
or debt; justification is positive, the bestowal of a righteous status, the sinner‘s 
reinstatement in the favour and fellowship of God.‖
288
 White writes that ―God's 
forgiveness is not merely a judicial act by which He sets us free from condemnation. It is 
not only forgiveness for sin, but reclaiming from sin. It is the outflow of redeeming love 
that transforms the heart.‖
289
 
Scope of Atonement 
Trevor Hart has argued that the scope of atonement is an issue which lies at the 
heart of a systematic exposition of the gospel, and is ―not merely a fascinating side show 
on the eschatological fringes of theological concern.‖
290
 Hart‘s argument highlights a 
crucial difference between Stott‘s atonement theology and that of White. A discussion of 
the scope of atonement in Stott and White potentially involves a discussion of their 
position on doctrines like Christology, atonement (both its necessity and its means),  
justification by faith, the nature of biblical authority, human freedom in relation to divine 
sovereignty, and the doctrine of God itself.
291
 
Stott‘s view of the extent of the atonement is closely related to his understanding 
of Christology, justification by faith, divine foreknowledge and predestination, 
                                               
288Stott, Romans, 110. 
289E. White, Thoughts from the Mount of Blessing (Mountain View, CA: Pacific Press, 1955), 114. 
  
290Hart, ―Universalism,‖ 1-2. 
291Ibid., 2. Thomas has also noted that ―it is important to see the extent of the atonement not as an 
isolated doctrine, but in its relation to other doctrines within the thought of each theologian studied.‖ Extent 
of the Atonement, 3. 
 
352 
unconditional election and God‘s eternal decrees which, Calvinists argue, guarantee the 
eternal security or ―perseverance of the saints.‖
292
 While on the one hand Stott argues that 
―God‘s gospel is for everybody, without exception and without distinction,‖
293
 he at the 
same time upholds the ideas of the eternal security of Christians that arises from God‘s 
foreknowledge, predestination, unconditional election, and effective call. The latter 
position is usually identified with Calvinism. While he generally presents his position in a 
manner that may lead one to conclude that he espouses an unlimited atonement, which is 
usually identified with Arminianism, a closer examination of his writings reveals a solid 
commitment to the critical tenets of Calvinism that form the bedrock of his position on 
the extent of atonement.
294
 
Stott‘s position on the scope of atonement is one usually associated with limited 
or ―particular‖ atonement. It holds that the purpose of Christ‘s coming was not to make 
possible the salvation of all humans, but to render certain the salvation of the elect.
295
 
This view is the one held by the Augustinian/Calvinist traditions of theology. Erickson 
has noted that since Augustine, limited atonement and election have been affirmed or 
denied together.
296
 Like the theologies of most Calvinists, Stott‘s atonement theology  
                                               
292
For a full discussion of Stott‘s view of the Scope of atonement, see chapter 3, section on Scope 
of Atonement, 159-175. 
293Stott, Message of Romans, 51, 52. See also ibid., 60, 61, 67, 109, 120, 135. In his Epistles of 
John, 89, he argues that ―Christ is still the propitiation . . . not for ours [that is, the Christian believer‘s sins] 
only, but also for the sins of the whole world‖ and that through the propitiation offered by Christ, ―a 
universal pardon is offered for (the sins of) the whole world and is enjoyed by those who embrace it.‖ 
294See chapter 3, 159-175, section on Scope of Atonement, in this dissertation. For a discussion of 
the extent of the atonement, see W. A. Elwell, ―Extent of Atonement,‖ Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, 





affirms unconditional election, and as will be shown below, limited atonement also, when 
the practical effect of God‘s eternal predestination and unconditional election of the 
believers are seen in perspective. The second view, also referred to as unlimited 
atonement or universal atonement, holds that God intended Christ‘s atoning death to 
provide salvation for all persons, but the provision becomes effective only when accepted 
by the individual believer.
297
 This is the viewpoint of the Arminian tradition in 
theology.
298
 White subscribes to this Arminian viewpoint. 
In his commentary on Rom 3:22, Stott writes that the righteousness from God 
―comes through faith in Jesus Christ to all who believe‖ and ―it is offered to all because it 
is needed by all.‖
299
 There is no distinction between Jews and Gentiles or between any 
other human groupings, ―for all have sinned . . . and fall short . . . of the glory of God.‖
300
 
Stott justifies his argument that all have sinned in and through Adam by the use of the 
concept of ―biblical solidarity.‖ He argues that ―all sinned in and through Adam and 
therefore all died.‖
301
 He adds that not only have we sinned in and through Adam, but we 
have also inherited guilt from Adam.
302
 
Stott presents his viewpoint of a limited atonement by arguing that though the 
scope of atonement ―will be extremely extensive,‖ nevertheless the ―all men‖ of Rom 
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5:18 who are affected by the work of Christ cannot refer to absolutely everybody, as has 
been already presented.
303
 In his comments on Rom 8:1-39, he argues that the burden of 
Paul‘s climax in this passage under discussion is ―the eternal security of God‘s people, on 
account of the eternal unchangeability of God‘s purpose, which is itself due to the eternal 
steadfastness of God‘s love.‖
304
 In his discussion of ―the five unshakeable convictions‖ 
(which Paul expressed in his discussion of Rom 8:28-39), Stott notes that Paul lists five 
truths about God‘s providence (v. 28). First, God is at work in our lives ―ceaselessly, 
energetically and purposefully.‖
305
 Second, God is at work for the ultimate good of His 
people, namely their final salvation (vv. 29-30). 
Third, God works for our good in all things. ―Nothing is beyond the overruling, 
overriding scope of his providence.‖
306
 Fourth, the completed salvation that is promised 
in the above Bible passage is for those people who love Him.
307
 Fifth, ―those who love 
God are also described as those who have been called according to his purpose.‖
308
 He 
argues that their love for Him is a sign and token of His prior love for them, which has 
found expression in His eternal purpose and His historical call. In his words, ―God has a 
saving purpose, and is working in accordance with it. Life is not the random mess which 
                                               
303
See chapter 3, section on Scope of Atonement, 164-166, of this dissertation. See also Stott, 
Romans, 159-162. Paul wrote in Rom.5: 18, ―Therefore, as through one man‘s offense judgment came to all 
men, resulting in condemnation, even so through one Man‘s righteous act the free gift came to all men, 
resulting in justification of life.‖  







it may sometimes appear.‖
309
 
In his comments on Rom 8:29-30, Stott states that Paul depicts God‘s saving 
purpose as moving through the five stages, namely divine foreknowledge, predestination, 
calling, justification, and glorification.
310
 He rejects the Arminian argument that God 
foresees who will believe and that this foreknowledge is the basis of His election.
311
 In 
Stott‘s commentary on Eph 1:4, 5, he writes: ―Paul could hardly have insisted more 
forcefully that our becoming members of God‘s new community was due neither to 
chance nor to choice (if by that is meant our choice), but to God‘s own sovereign will and 
pleasure. This was the decisive factor.‖
312
 
Clearly, Stott is a theological determinist of the compatibilist variety.
313
 
Consistent with this theological position, he adds that God‘s sovereign will does not 
dispense with our own responsibility.
314
 With regard to predestination, Stott notes that 
―the verb predestined translates proorizo, which means ‗to decide beforehand‘‖ and 
quotes Acts 4:28 in support of this understanding.
315
 He adds, ―Clearly, then, a decision is 
involved in the process of becoming a Christian, but it is God‘s decision before it can be 
ours. This is not to deny that we ‗decided for Christ‘, and freely, but to affirm that we did 
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so only because he had first ‗decided for us.‘‖
316
 Clearly, divine sovereignty completely 
overrules human freedom and choice. In his view, human ―choice‖ is only apparent and 
not real. God foresees and foreordains human ―choices‖ from all eternity.
317
 
In relation to the ―calling‖ (Rom 8:30a), Stott argues that it is the application in 
time of God‘s eternal predestination. He writes, ―In the eternity of the past God chose us 
to be saved. Then he called us in time, causing us to hear the gospel, believe the truth and 
be sanctified by the Spirit, with a view to our sharing Christ‘s glory in the eternity of the 
future.‖
318
 For him, the ―call‖ in this verse is not the general gospel invitation but the 
divine summons which raises the spiritually dead to life. It is sometimes termed God‘s 
‗effective‘ or ‗effectual‘ call. Those whom God thus calls (v. 30) are the same as those 
‗who have been called according to his purpose‘(v. 28).‖
319
 Thus, Stott accepts the idea 
of ―the two calls‖ as espoused by Calvin.
320
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Stott summarizes his discussion of the five stages discussed above by depicting 
God ―as moving irresistibly from stage to stage; from an eternal foreknowledge and 
predestination, through a historical call and justification, to a final glorification of his 
people in a future eternity.‖
321
 He describes God‘s work of salvation as resembling ―a 
chain of five links, each of which is unbreakable.‖
322
 It is thus evident that Stott invests a 
preponderant premium on God‘s sovereign decision or choice but greatly discounts 
human responsibility and choice.
323
 Stott‘s conception of God is such that His 
omnipotence is so unassailable that ―absolutely nothing can frustrate God‘s purpose 
(since He is for us), or quench His generosity (since He has not spared his Son), or accuse 
or condemn His elect (since He has justified them through Christ), or sunder us from His 
love (since He has revealed it in Christ).‖
324
 His theology of atonement can only 
accommodate monergism since God not only ordains but also irresistibly effects the final 
salvation of the chosen believers. 
Stott tries to resolve the apparent contradiction between the universal offer of 
salvation and particular atonement by referring to it as an antinomy which cannot be 
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 He sees ―an antinomy between the universal offer of the gospel and God‘s 
purpose of election, between the ‗all‘ and the ‗some‘.‖
326
 He adds, ―Wherever we look in 
Scripture we see this antinomy: divine sovereignty and human responsibility, universal 
offer and electing purpose, the all and the some, the cannot and the will not.‖
327
 
It may be observed that the difficulty is really not in the so-called antinomy in 
Scripture but in his presuppositions on God‘s decrees, predestination, and unconditional 
election which overemphasizes God‘s sovereignty and grossly undervalues the role of the 
human agent in the work of application of the atonement. As already argued,
328
 Stott 
accepts the key doctrines of Calvinism, except the third in the ―five points of Calvinism,‖ 
that is, limited atonement. His position may actually be classified as belonging to the 
sublapsarian variety of Calvinism which argues that, in the logical order of God‘s decrees, 
He first provides an unlimited atonement that is sufficient for all, but limits its application 
to only the elect.
329
 
However, the practical effect of the ―rejection‖ of the doctrine of limited 
atonement does not make any difference to the extent of the atonement, since it is only 
the ―elect‖ according to divine predestination who will be saved.
330
 Robert Shank, in 
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commenting on the illogicality of the so-called ―four-point Calvinists,‖ or ―moderate 
Calvinists,‖ referred to them as being ―quite inconsistent,‖ and rhetorically asks, ―Why 
should Jesus bear the sins of men who have no prospect of forgiveness and whose 
inevitable destiny, by decree of God, is eternal perdition? Why should God sacrifice His 
Son for men whom He does not desire to save and whom He does not love?‖
331
 
In White‘s view, the atonement of Christ is not limited to the ―elect‖ only but 
embraces everyone who has ever lived. Though all humans are sinners by nature, yet all 
are potential candidates for salvation by virtue of Christ‘s atonement provided on the 
cross for all who will have faith in Him.
332
 She writes, 
But the atonement for a lost world was to be full, abundant, and complete. 
Christ‘s offering was exceedingly abundant to reach every soul that God had 
created. It could not be restricted so as not to exceed the number who would 
accept the great Gift. All men are not saved; yet the plan of redemption is not a 
waste because it does not accomplish all that its liberality has provided for. There 
must be enough and to spare.
333
 
It is evident that White believes that Christ‘s death was for all humanity and the 
provision of atonement exceeds the number of those who would accept the divine gift. 
Her position is contrary to what seems to be Stott‘s Calvinistic position of a restricted 
atonement for only those who have been divinely predestined to accept salvation,
334
 in 
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view of the practical effect of his apparent rejection of the doctrine of limited atonement 
discussed above. In her comment on Christ‘s prayer for God‘s forgiveness for those who 
crucified Him, White writes, ―That prayer of Christ for His enemies embraced the world. 
It took in every sinner that had lived or should live, from the beginning of the world to 
the end of time. Upon all rests the guilt of crucifying the Son of God. To all, forgiveness 
is freely offered. ‗Whosoever will‘ may have peace with God, and inherit eternal life.‖
335
 
Thus in White‘s view and, in agreement with Arminian theology, she argues that 
while God offers salvation to all, it is still left to the human being to accept or reject the 
offer of salvation. While provision for salvation of all has been achieved at the cross, 
people are saved only when the provision is accepted. Thus it is clear that White clearly 
rejects Calvinism, though she did not explicitly name that system in her writings. William 
G. McLouglin argues that the ―larger view‖ of the atonement held by White is 
characteristic of the revivalism of the period between 1800 and 1860 during which there 
was a doctrinal shift in American Christian thought from Calvinism to Arminianism.
336
 
McLoughlin adds that during this period (1800-1860), ―Americans ceased to believe . . . 
in the doctrines of predestination and election preached by Edwards and Whitefield; they  




In opposition to the Calvinistic doctrine of the divine decrees, White writes: 
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The doctrine of the divine decrees, unalterably fixing the character of men, had 
led many to a virtual rejection of the law of God. Wesley steadfastly opposed the 
errors of the antinomian teachers and showed that this doctrine which led to 
antinomianism was contrary to the Scriptures. . . . The Spirit of God is freely 
bestowed to enable every man to lay hold upon the means of salvation. . . . Men 
fail of salvation through their own willful refusal of the gift of life.
338
 
Twenty-one years before the statement above, White articulates a synergistic 
position on atonement when she writes, 
All who hope to be saved by the merits of the blood of Christ should realize that 
they themselves have something to do in securing their salvation. While it is 
Christ alone that can redeem us from the penalty of transgression, we are to turn 
from sin to obedience. Man is to be saved by faith, not by works; yet his faith 
must be shown by his works.
339
 
White rejects the Calvinistic doctrine of divine decrees but instead emphasizes the 
human response to the divine offer of atonement. While she argues for a universal scope 
of salvation, she however does not subscribe to universalism.
340
 
High Priestly Ministry of Christ 
Stott has not written much on the issue of the high priestly ministry of Christ. 
Commenting on Heb 8:1-9:28 in relation to the sacrifice of Jesus, Stott notes that the 
author of the book of Hebrews makes three contrasts. They are those ―between the 
earthly and heavenly ‗tabernacle‘ or ‗sanctuary‘ (the place of ministry), between the old 
and new covenants (the basis of ministry), and between the old and new sacrifices (the 
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 He adds: 
Whereas the old High Priest entered the Most Holy Place in the Tabernacle once a 
year, on the Day of Atonement, bearing sacrificial blood, Jesus has now entered 
the heavenly sanctuary, where God is, bearing his own blood, the evidence of a 
sacrifice that does not need to be repeated, and which does away with sin once 
and for all (Heb 9:26). The result is a whole ‗new covenant‘: that is, the 




With respect to the heavenly sanctuary ministry of Jesus, Stott writes, ―By his 
sacrifice he has been able to ‗purify‘ the heavenly sanctuary (Heb 9:23), that is to say, he 
has made it possible for sinners to draw near to God without defiling the sanctuary where 
he dwells.‖
343
 He does not explain how the sanctuary where God ―dwells‖ might be 
defiled. Concerning Christ‘s heavenly intercession, he argues, 
Although his work of atonement has been accomplished [by his sacrifice on the 
cross], he still has a continuing heavenly ministry, however. This is not to ‗offer‘ 
his sacrifice to God, since the offering was made once for all on the cross; nor to 
‗present‘ it to the Father, pleading that it may be accepted, since its acceptance 
was publicly demonstrated by the resurrection; but rather to ‗intercede‘ for sinners 
on the basis of it, as our advocate.
344
 
It is also evident from the arguments above that Stott distinguishes the work of the 
high priestly intercession in the heavenly sanctuary from the work of atonement, which 
he argues was completed on the cross. His view contrasts sharply with the view of those 
like Donald Baillie who argued that the divine sin-bearing was not confined to one 
moment of time, but that there is ―‗an eternal atonement in the very being and life of 
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 of which the cross was the incarnate part. Stott‘s approach to the high 
priesthood of Jesus and the heavenly sanctuary reveals the abiding influence of Thomistic 
theological heritage of most Protestants.
346
 
As already discussed (under the phases of atonement), White views atonement as 
progressing through different phases as God works out the whole plan of redemption in 
Christ‘s life of suffering, on the cross, in the high priestly ministry of Jesus, and judgment. 
In her use of atonement as a reference to the high priestly ministry of Christ and its 
salvific result, she writes, ―Now Christ is in the heavenly sanctuary. And what is He 
doing? Making atonement for us,
347
 cleansing the sanctuary from the sins of the 
people.‖
348
 Thus, she links the ―cleansing of the sanctuary‖ (Dan 8:14) to the ongoing 
work of atonement. 
White views Christ serving as both Advocate and Judge throughout the Christian 
dispensation. Christ introduces the redeemed to His Father as His friends through the 
merits of His blood, and from the heavenly sanctuary, He bestows on His followers the 
―benefits of His atonement‖
349
 in the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost.
350
 
Therefore the Holy Spirit is also intimately connected with the work of atonement since 
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364 
He intercedes for us.
351
 White writes, ―The intercession of Christ in man's behalf in the 
sanctuary above is as essential to the plan of salvation as was His death upon the cross. 




The high priestly intercession of Christ is essential to White‘s view of atonement 
because of her biblical hermeneutics. As shown earlier, unlike Stott, she holds a literal 
understanding of the biblical sanctuary texts. Instead of the classical notion of a spaceless 
and timeless God,
353
 she holds that God relates freely, personally, and directly, with 
human beings in time, history, and space. Her typological understanding of the Old 
Testament sanctuary is also important at this point. In her view, the benefits of the 
atoning sacrifice must be personally applied to the believer for it to be effective. In her 
comment on the Passover event (Exod 12), White writes, ―It was not enough that the 
paschal lamb be slain; its blood must be sprinkled upon the doorposts; so the merits of 
Christ's blood must be applied to the soul. We must believe, not only that He died for the 
world, but that He died for us individually. We must appropriate to ourselves the virtue of 
the atoning sacrifice.‖
354
 Christ applies the benefits of atonement He provided on the 
cross to the believer through His high priestly ministry. 
White presents Christ as fulfilling the type of both the daily and the yearly 
Levitical priestly ministration in two consecutive periods from His inauguration until the 
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365 
consummation of all things. Thus she sees Christ as fulfilling the first apartment (Holy 
Place) phase of His heavenly ministry from His ascension to 1844, and as fulfilling the 
second apartment (Most Holy Place) phase from 1844 to the close of human probation. 
While the first apartment ministry is focused on His intercession, the second apartment 
ministry is focused on His work of judgment or what is also referred to as the final 
atonement.
355
 Christ‘s ministry in the first apartment of the heavenly sanctuary consists 
of His heavenly intercessory mediation in which He pleads His blood on behalf of 
repentant sinners before the Father.
356




Clearly underlining the crucial importance of the heavenly sanctuary ministry of 
Christ for Seventh-day Adventist theology, White writes, ―The correct understanding of 
the ministration in the heavenly sanctuary is the foundation of our faith.‖
358
 But in order 
to understand White‘s doctrine of the high priestly ministry of Christ, one must note that 
she bases her position on a literal understanding of Scripture, especially with regard to 
the parallels between the earthly sanctuary and its services and the heavenly sanctuary 
and its ministration. In this connection, she writes, ―The holy places of the sanctuary in 
heaven are represented by the two apartments in the sanctuary on earth.‖
359
 For her, the 
heavenly sanctuary is the greater reality from which the earthly sanctuary borrowed.
360
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366 
Christ‘s heavenly ministry begins with His mediation following His ascension. He 
entered upon this phase of atonement in the power of His sacrificial offering. Whereas 
atonement took place at the cross, its application in the life of the believer comes to 
fruition through Christ‘s mediatorial work.
361
 This mediation is so powerful that nothing 
can negate it except the individual‘s own rejection of the wonderful provision.
362
 White 
argues that though ―Christ is able to save to the uttermost all who come to Him in faith,‖ 
and ―will cleanse them from all defilement if they will let Him,‖ but those who ―cling to 
their sins‖ ―can not possibly be saved.‖
363
 
Concerning Christ‘s work as our intercessor, White writes, ―[Christ] places the 
whole virtue of His righteousness on the side of the suppliant. He pleads for man; and 
man, in need of divine help, pleads for himself in the presence of God, using the 
influence of the One who gave His life for the life of the world. As we acknowledge 
before God our appreciation of Christ's merits, fragrance is given to our intercessions.‖
364
 
Clearly, in White‘s view, human cooperation is still necessary in order that the heavenly 
priestly ministry of Christ may be effective for the repentant sinner.
365
 In her thought, the 
heavenly intercession of Christ does not mean an endless continuation of sin in the life of 
the repentant sinner. Its goal is to bring the sinner into a state of repentance in which 
his/her character takes on the likeness of Christ and he/she stops sinning in preparation 
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for the final eradication of sin at the second coming of Christ. Before the second coming 
of Christ, the judgment begins, with its different phases reaching to the end of the 
millennium. 
However, White‘s atonement theology has been criticized for some imprecisions 
that have been evident in its presentation. Concerning Christ‘s heavenly priestly ministry, 
she writes, ―Our Saviour is in the sanctuary pleading in our behalf. He is our interceding 
High Priest, making an atoning sacrifice for us, pleading in our behalf the efficacy of His 
blood.‖
366
 In another instance, she refers to Jesus, after His ascension, ministering in the 
heavenly sanctuary in order ―to shed upon His disciples the benefits of His atonement.‖
367
 
However, despite these imprecisions, it is clear from her writings that Jesus is not now in 
the process of ―making an atoning sacrifice‖ for believers. That had already been done 
and accepted by the Father.
368
 
Judgment Phase(s) of Atonement 
Marius Reiser has noted that while scholars of Jesus‘ eschatology generally 
restrict themselves to the aspect of salvation in His message, there has been a remarkable 
silence regarding Jesus‘ proclamation of judgment.
369
 Stott‘s approach to eschatological 
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judgment seems to highlight this argument. He does not have a lot to say about the 
judgment. He writes that the Bible responds to the need for the vindication of God‘s 
justice in two ways, namely the final judgment and ―the decisive judgment that took 
place at the cross.‖
370
 Elsewhere, he has written, ―Since the judgment day will be a public 
occasion, it will be necessary for public evidence to be produced, namely the outworking 
of our faith in . . . our works.‖
371
 Not only has he not written much on judgment, but what 
he has written does not address in an adequate manner how judgment in its different 
ramifications relates to atonement. 
Gunnar Pedersen has argued that it is noteworthy that the Protestant confessions 
contain little or no discussion of the biblical dimension of the final judgment according to 
works.
372
 James P. Martin, in his historical study of the place and meaning of final 
judgment in the Protestant tradition, has argued that the Protestant orthodoxy‘s ―emphasis 
on justification and its benefits was so great as to really make the Last Judgment and 
good works appear unnecessary.‖
373
 Martin notes further that ―the possibility of a real 
loss for believers in the judgment could not be seriously entertained‖ since ―the benefits 
of justification took care of this, and also the Canons of Dort.‖
374
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Martin also writes that ―the last Things with the exception of death were not really 
necessary for Orthodox soteriology.‖
375
 Along the same lines, Pedersen argues, 
―Justification seen as a presently complete forensic reality logically implies that at least 
as long as true faith remains, the believer will remain fully justified; hence their status at 
the moment of death will not only be existentially fixed but it will also remain 
forensically complete before God and thus not subject to any future changes, additions or 
qualifications.‖
376
 He adds, ―Thus no contributory or determinative soteriological 
significance may be assigned to sanctification in terms of the Last Judgment without 
infringement upon the principle of the believer‘s present possession of complete 
salvation.‖
377
 It appears that the principle of the timelessness of God as depicted in His 
eternal decrees and the unconditional election of the saints makes the judgment 
superfluous in Stott‘s theology. 
Judgment as the Fourth Phase of Atonement 
In White‘s thought, judgment is the fourth phase of atonement.
378
 Her discussion 
of judgment is much more elaborate and detailed than Stott‘s and is in full agreement 
with the biblical teachings on the judgment, as will be shown below. As discussed earlier, 
White views atonement in phases beginning with the life, suffering, death, and high 
priestly ministry of Christ. However, atonement is only fully achieved when the different 
phases of the judgment take place and the peace and harmony that existed between 




378See chapter 4, 275-293, of this dissertation, for a fuller discussion of the four phases of 
atonement in White‘s theology. 
 
370 
creation and God is fully restored. The judgment is the means to that final restoration. 
White presents judgment in four phases, namely: judgment on sin at the cross, the pre-
advent investigative judgment, the post-advent millennial judgment, and the post-
millennial executive judgment. 
The cross is a public and universal judgment on sin and a confirmation of the 
immutability of God‘s law.
379
 It is God‘s answer to the sin problem. The next phase is the 
pre-advent investigative judgment. This phase is crucial in White‘s presentation of the 
judgment and will therefore be given an extended treatment for the sake of clarity. The 
word ―pre-advent‖ in this aspect of the atonement refers to the timing of this part of the 
final judgment. It pertains to the last period of history referred to as the prophetic ―time 
of the end,‖
380
 which began from the end of the 1260 years prophecy (A.D. 1798), and 
takes place before the second advent of Jesus. It refers to God‘s investigation, in the 
presence of heavenly beings, of the life-records of all of God‘s faithful people.
381
 The 
Day of Atonement ritual is very important to White‘s understanding of this phase of the 
atonement. 
Closely following the biblical account (found in Lev 16:16), White writes that on 
that day, ―two kids of the goats were brought to the door of the tabernacle, and lots were  
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371 
cast upon them, ‗one lot for the Lord, and the other lot for the scapegoat.‘ Verse 8. The 
goat upon which fell the lot for the Lord was to be slain as a sin offering for the 
people.‖
382
 White argues that ―the cleansing, both in the typical and in the real service, 
must be accomplished with blood: in the former, with the blood of animals; in the latter, 
with the blood of Christ.‖
383
 In the earthly cleansing, the blood of the Lord‘s goat suffices, 
but in the heavenly, only the blood of Christ is effective for the cleansing. White does not 
explain precisely how Christ‘s blood is applied for cleansing. 
It is important to note that no blood laden with the record of sins originally 
confessed during the Day of Atonement service was transferred into the sanctuary. The 
Lord‘s goat is not ―laden with sin,‖ though it is a sin offering. There was no transfer of 
sin from the priest to the Lord‘s goat and therefore the sprinkling of its blood serves as a 
confirmation of the daily forgiveness that God has already granted to the believers in the 
first apartment mediatorial ministry (Lev.16:9, 15-16). The Day of Atonement is about 
cleansing the sanctuary of the record of sins that were deposited there during the 
mediatorial ministry, and not about making original forgiveness for sins committed on 
that day. 
However, the biblical record clearly states that there was transfer of sins of the 
Israelites from the priest to the scapegoat who bears them into the wilderness (Lev 16:21-
22). This suggests that the Day of Atonement ministry is dealing with cases that have 
been closed either through death or the acceptance of forgiveness obtained through 
repentance, that is, sealed cases. This is made clear from the fact that an Israelite who had 
                                               




sinned or had a severe ritual impurity received through sacrifice atonement of forgiveness 
or purification (Lev 4-5, 12, 14-15). Nevertheless, there was a further stage of atonement 
once a year on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16; 23:26-32) during which all persons who 
had already been forgiven for sins at various times during the year would receive 
cleansing from all of them at once (Lev 16:30).
384
 
White states further that the priest was to bring the blood of the slain goat into the 
Most Holy Place ―and sprinkle it upon the mercy seat and before the mercy seat. The 
blood was also to be sprinkled upon the altar of incense that was before the veil.‖
385
 
Explaining the typological meaning of the daily ministration, she writes, ―A substitute 
was accepted in the sinner's stead; but the sin was not canceled by the blood of the victim. 
A means was thus provided by which it was transferred to the sanctuary.‖
386
 The ―sin was 
not canceled‖ in the sense that the record of sin is kept in the heavenly sanctuary. It is this 
record of sin that defiles the sanctuary and makes its cleansing necessary. 
Since the sins of the believers ―still remained upon the books of record,‖ and were 
―not canceled‖ at the time forgiveness was extended to the believers in the daily 
ministration, so also in the Christian dispensation, following atonement on the cross, the 
sins of Christian believers, though forgiven, are still recorded in the heavenly sanctuary. 
A final disposition has not yet been made of the sins. That will happen in the antitypical 
Day of Atonement during the cleansing of the sanctuary which began in 1844. Thus God 
protects the human freedom to either love Him till their death or sealing or reject Him 
                                               
384Gane, Altar Call, 186. 
385E. White, Great Controversy, 419. 
386Ibid., 420; idem, Patriarchs and Prophets, 357. 
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forever. In this way, she counters the Calvinistic doctrine of unconditional election and 
perseverance of the saints. Unlike in Stott‘s theology, the justification of believers is 
confirmed only after the cleansing of the sanctuary.
387
 The pre-advent or investigative 
judgment commences before the second coming of Christ (Rev 22:12).
388
 
White argues further that the ―cleansing of the sanctuary‖ (Dan 8:14) and the First 
Angel‘s Message (Rev 14:7) that announces that ―the hour of His judgment has come‖ 
refer to the same event, the investigative judgment that commences at the end of the 2300 
days.
389
 Employing historicist hermeneutical principles of interpretation, she argues that 
the investigative judgment began in 1844.
390
 White‘s views on the heavenly sanctuary 
and the investigative judgment have been criticized over the years both from within the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church and from outside of the church.
391
 However, her views 
have been shown by others to have a strong biblical basis.
392
 
The purpose of the investigative judgment is the vindication of the saints who 
have been often maligned and condemned by worldly powers. Judgment from the 
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from within the Seventh-day Adventist Church and from without the church. See chapter 4, 281, for a list 
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have given what may be regarded as the biblical basis of her position (and as a corollary, Seventh-day 
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Press Publishing Association, 2010); and Jud Lake, Ellen White Under Fire: Identifying the Mistakes of 
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heavenly sanctuary also reveals that only God knows who the saved really are.
393
 The 
focus in this judgment is the professed people of God.
394
 God the Father is the judge, 
Jesus is the mediator,
395
 and the holy angels are present ―as ministers and witnesses.‖
396
 
The Moral Law of God (the Ten Commandments) is the standard by which people are 
judged.
397
 The evidence that will constitute the basis of the judgment is the life record of 
God‘s professed people.
398
 The work of eschatological judgment is carried on 
concurrently with the ongoing intercession.
399
 
In the pre-advent judgment, ―our Advocate presents the cases of each successive 
generation, and closes with the living. Every name is mentioned, every case closely 
investigated. Names are accepted, names rejected.‖
400
 The acceptance or rejection of  
names is a ―work of examination of character,‖ that is, that ―of determining who are 
prepared for the kingdom of God.‖
401
 The work is efficacious in the sense that it counters 
the deception of Satan that the law cannot be kept. Rather the law is demonstrated to be 
just and that humans can keep it as they are empowered by the Holy Spirit. 
Consequently, character judgment is a basis for analyzing genuine faith. White 
writes that since the characters of such believers, who ―have become partakers of the 
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righteousness of Christ [by faith],‖
402
 ―are found to be in harmony with the law of God, 
their sins will be blotted out, and they themselves will be accounted worthy of eternal 
life.‖
403
 She clearly teaches conditional immortality based on obedience to God‘s law.
404
 
The blotting out of sin is the just and merciful reaction of God to the voluntary rejection 
of sin by believers. 
At this point, as in other critical areas of her atonement theology, her Arminian 
theological position comes out in bold relief. While God is the One who blots out sin in 
the lives of His people, everything about their moral state and salvation is not solely and 
sovereignly predetermined by an all-powerful God. In the investigative judgment, our 
choices count and are respected by God. Those among the faithful who ―by stubborn 
persistence in sin become finally hardened against the influences of His Holy Spirit‖ will 
have their names blotted from the book of life, and be destroyed.
405
 Her position on the 
investigative judgment makes it clear that Christ‘s death will not automatically save all 
and also denies that Christ‘s death was only for those predestined to be saved. 
The focus of the post-advent millennial judgment is on the wicked and is separate 
from the pre-advent investigative judgment.
406
 Its purpose is to determine their 
punishment according to their works (Rev 20:12). The saints join with Jesus in this 
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 This judgment begins and ends with the millennial reign of Christ with His 
redeemed people, just before the second resurrection and the descent of the New 
Jerusalem.
408
 Evidence is provided by the books of heaven, specifically ―the book of life 
and the book of death,‖ and the Bible serves as a statute book.
409
 
The fourth phase of judgment is the post-millennial executive judgment. It comes 
after the millennial judgment, the second resurrection (of the wicked), and Christ‘s return 
to earth with His redeemed saints at the end of the millennium.
410
 It is during this phase 
that Jesus ―executes justice upon those who have transgressed His law and oppressed His 
people.‖
411
 As the antitypical scapegoat that is led to ―an uninhabited land‖ (Lev 16:22), 
Satan ―will at last suffer the full penalty of sin in the fires that shall destroy all the 
wicked‖ at the time when ―the great plan of redemption will reach its accomplishment in 




With Satan‘s true character exposed,
413
 the impenitent, along with all other 
created beings, finally acknowledge God‘s truthfulness and justice in the great 
controversy.
414
 At last, ―God's wisdom, His justice, and His goodness stand fully 
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 along with His government and law.
416
 At that time, fire comes down 
from God out of heaven,
417
 the devouring flames annihilate the wicked ―root and 
branch,‖ and ―the full penalty of the law‖ is visited on the unrepentant ones.
418
 In White‘s 
view, the final executive phase of the judgment bears out the justice of God and the 
necessity of obedience to His law. The law still remains central in her eschatology. 
Stott‘s discussion of judgment focuses only on the judgment at the cross (as 
already shown in the presentation of his atonement theology) and the final judgment. At 
the cross God judged sin in Christ who died as our Substitute. It is because of this 
judgment that was to come that God kept back His judgment in OT times till Jesus would 
die on the cross.
419
 With regard to the final judgment, he quotes Ps 73 in reference to the 
time when the seeming imbalances of justice will be redressed and sin and evil 
punished.
420
 He has nothing to say on pre-advent judgment and the post-advent millennial 
judgment. As already indicated above, he does not even consider the judgment as a part 
of atonement. His whole emphasis is on the cross consistent with the general Protestant 
understanding that focuses on justification to the detriment of the relevance of 
eschatological judgment. 
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Having identified the similarities and differences between the respective 
atonement theologies of Stott and White, we can now proceed to the conclusion of the 
comparative study where an evaluation of their respective contributions to evangelical 





This chapter offers concluding assessments of the atonement theologies of Stott 
and White and also discusses their respective contributions to evangelical theology. This  
comparative study has shown that the atonement theologies of John Stott and Ellen White 
share many commonalities due to their common commitment to evangelical 
Protestantism. 
Areas of Agreement 
In previous chapters, it has been shown that both Stott and White agree on some 
of their assumptions and presuppositions, and on some aspects of their respective 
methodologies. Also, both theologies avow a commitment to what has been seen as the 
two cardinal pillars of evangelicalism, namely the supreme authority of Scripture and the 
penal-substitutionary view of atonement.
1
 Due to its critical importance in Christian 
theology, this dissertation has focused on the doctrine of atonement in the two authors. It 
has also shown that atonement is not a dispensable doctrine, but is the core of Christianity, 
                                               
1See the relevant sections in chapters 3, 4 and 5. See also Smail, 75. For a discussion of identifying 
characteristics of evangelicalism, see Robert K. Johnston, ―American Evangelicalism: An Extended 
Family,‖ in The Variety of American Evangelicalism, 252-272; Timothy Dudley-Smith, ―John Stott: An 
Introduction,‖ in The Gospel in the Modern World, 21. See also Roger E. Olson, ―Arminianism Is 
Evangelical Theology,‖ unpublished paper presented at the Symposium on ―Arminianism and Adventism,‖ 
October 14-16, 2010, SDA Theological Seminary, Andrews University, Berrien Springs, Michigan, 1-17, 
in which he refutes the arguments of those evangelicals who limit their definition of evangelicalism to only 
Calvinism and exclude Arminianism by insisting on strict monergism in the work of salvation. 
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which is therefore central to Christian theology.
2
 Both Stott and White concur that the 
atonement is completely Christ‘s work for us (pro nobis) in order to reconcile sinful 
humans to a holy God due entirely to God‘s grace. Other areas of agreement include 
some of their assumptions and presuppositions, like the authority of the Bible, revelation 
and inspiration, and the interpretation of the Bible, at least in broad terms.
3
 
This study has revealed that the writings of both Stott and White have exerted a 
wide influence within their respective evangelical theological communities. Our 
examination of Stott‘s theology has shown that it is marked by ―a clarity of thought‖ 
which enhances its presentation to the contemporary world.
4
 Indeed, the present study has 
confirmed that Stott is a distinguished evangelical theologian who possesses a deep and 
broad grasp of the theological issues that pertain to atonement.
5
 J. I. Packer has argued 
that the publication of the book The Cross of Christ has finally established the fact that 
John Stott is ―a first-class biblical theologian with an unusually systematic mind, great 
power of analysis, great clarity of expression, a superb command of his material, and a 
preacher‘s passion to proclaim truth that will change lives.‖
6
 His lucid and systematic 
presentation of atonement stands out in evangelical theology, a fact that is borne out both 
by the popular acceptance of the book in the evangelical world, and by Stott‘s general 
acceptability in global evangelicalism. 
                                               
2Culpepper, 11; Brunner, 40. 
3See relevant sections of chapters 3, 4, and 5. 
4Eden and Wells, 7. 
5See chapters 3 and 5 of this dissertation. 
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On the part of White, it has been noted that it is impossible to understand and 
evaluate the Seventh-day Adventist Church without a good understanding of her ministry 
and theological writings.
7
 Though her voluminous writings cover a wide range of 
personal, social, spiritual, and theological issues, the central focus of her theological 
writings is atonement depicted in different phases.
8
 Some of her popular books that relate 
to the concept of atonement include, among many others, The Desire of Ages, The Great 
Controversy, The Story of Redemption, and a pamphlet—The Sufferings of Christ, along 
with a very large number of periodical articles.
9
 Her writings and theological insights 
have continued to enrich Seventh-day Adventist theological discourse. Richard Hammill 
has underlined the crucial role of Ellen White in the theological development of the 
Seventh-day Adventist Church when he asserted that ―although she never held an official 
position, was not an ordained minister, . . . [yet] her influence shaped the Seventh-day 
Adventist Church more than any other factor except the Holy Bible.‖
10
 
Areas of Disagreement 
Though Stott‘s standing as a leader and theologian of international standing 
within the world-wide evangelical movement is evident in his contribution to a better 
articulation and presentation of atonement as penal substitution, his atonement theology 
contains some internal theological contradictions. Two of these include his acceptance of 
theistic evolution as God‘s method in creation and his stance on inerrancy. In chapter 5, 
                                               
7Graham, 13. 
8See chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation. 




the implications of his acceptance of theistic evolution on one‘s understanding of biblical 
atonement have already been pointed out. Some relevant questions that Stott still needs to 
answer in regard to evolution include the following: Is it really true that the process of 
inspiration extends to the very words used by the authors of the Bible?
11
 If what 
Scriptures say is what God says, how can he justify his position on the issue of Creation 
versus evolution? 
Stott‘s acceptance of evolution and refusal to endorse the position of ―six-day 
creationists‖ on the issue of origins and the age of the earth are inconsistent with his 
claims that the Bible is true in all it affirms.
12
 In this regard, he fails to heed his own 
warning not to replace divine revelation with human reason.
13
 It is noteworthy that on the 
question of the possibility of an ―eternal conscious torment‖ of the wicked in the fires of 
hell following the last judgment, Stott rightly argues that the idea is ―a tradition which 
has to yield to the supreme authority of Scripture.‖
14
 Stott and White agree that Scripture 
does not teach an eternally burning hell.
15
 
With regard to inerrancy, Stott argues that the Scriptures are without error as 
originally given and rightly interpreted. The verbal-plenary model of inspiration seems to 
be closest to his view of inspiration. But the original autographs are not available to us. 
This position is problematic due to its implication that we cannot trust the Bible as we 
                                               
11Stott, Bible, 157. See also chapter 3, pp. 87-90. 
12Chapter 3, p. 104, n. 140 of this dissertation. 
13Chapter 3, pp. 107-108 of this dissertation. 
14Stott, Evangelical Essentials, 315. For White‘s position on annihilation of the wicked, see her 
Early Writings, 294-295, and Great Controversy, 673. 
15Stott, Evangelical Essentials, 315; White, Great Controversy, 673. 
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currently have it because it contains potential errors, thus placing our belief in the clarity 
of Scripture in jeopardy.
16
 White adopts a more realistic view of Scripture in allowing for 
both a greater role for the human element in the production of Scriptures and the 
possibility of minor errors in the work of translators and interpreters in years past.
17
 
One fundamental area of disagreement between Stott and White concerns the 
doctrine of God and His intentions for creation as reflected in their respective theological 
positions on atonement. On her part, White rejects the Augustinian worldview of 
Calvinism and instead embraces the Arminian worldview that she inherited from 
Methodism, but which is also shaped by theological discourse with fellow leaders within 
the Adventist church of her time. According to Russell Staples, ―the cluster of doctrines 
relating to the Fall and sin and salvation [in Seventh-day Adventist beliefs] constitute a 
thoroughgoing Arminianism.‖
18
 Indeed, White‘s great (cosmic) controversy theme 
constitutes a theological framework which is dependent on an Arminian understanding of 
God‘s relationship with humans and the human need to respond to the divine work of 
atonement, that is, soteriological synergism. 
It has already been pointed out that the foundational theme of White‘s theology is 
God‘s love for humanity which is demonstrated in the life of Christ and especially in His 
death in our stead on Calvary.
19
 White believes that the core of God‘s character is a 
                                               
16Clark H. Pinnock, with Barry L. Callen, The Scripture Principle: Reclaiming the Full Authority 
of the Bible, 2nd ed. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2006), 102. 
17See the section on Methodology, Assumptions and Presuppositions in chapter 5 of this 
dissertation. 
18Russell L. Staples, ―Adventism,‖ in The Variety of American Evangelicalism, ed. Donald W. 
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selfless love for all His creation that guides all His actions to all humans and all creation. 
Further, she believes that the creation of the universe and particularly human beings and 
angels was an act of divine love. Unfortunately, rebellion and sin started in heaven and 
spread to this earth and the great (cosmic) controversy raged on. Lucifer challenged 
God‘s authority and accused God of tyranny and arbitrariness. 
As already argued in chapters 4 and 5, and in line with her Arminian roots, 
White‘s position on the problem of sin and the divine work of atonement is based on core 
Arminian presuppositions. These include God‘s character of love, the creation of humans 
in His image with freedom of choice, the break in human relationship with God through 
the entrance of sin, and God‘s provision of prevenient grace to all. Others include God‘s 
intention to save all humans through Christ‘s sacrificial death and the foreknowledge of 
God concerning those who will be ultimately saved or lost, which preserves human 




From the foregoing, White‘s atonement theology with its emphasis on the vital 
role of the human ―freed will‖ protects and defends God‘s character of love, and makes 
evident human responsibility for sin and evil in the world.
21
 These presuppositions 
logically support a pre-Advent judgment as espoused by White. According to White, 
preordaining any one‘s salvation would give credence to the accusations of Satan against 
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God‘s character and government. It is therefore in harmony with her overall theological 
stance that she adopts synergism as God‘s method in atonement. 
In contrast, Stott rejects synergism and instead emphasizes the monergistic work 
of God in atonement. As already argued in chapter 5, since he also holds the Calvinistic 
doctrines of unconditional election and irresistible grace, the extent of the atonement is 
limited only to the elect. Also, inasmuch as he adopts the concept of total depravity, it is 
logically defensible for Stott to argue that human beings are incapable, even with divine 
assistance, of cooperating with God‘s grace in the work of atonement. Therefore, for Stott, 
grace is not only non-contributory, but it is also irresistible. God‘s grace is the source of 
the believer‘s justification, but the only means to receive it is by faith which unites us to 
Christ. God determines everything in relation to atonement. Therefore in Stott‘s view, 
any thought of human cooperation or contribution must be totally excluded in the work of 
atonement. 
Like White, Stott argues that divine love is foundational to his atonement 
theology. But this study has demonstrated from his writings that divine love is not 
extended to everyone, but only to a predetermined number who are called according to 
God‘s grace. The emphasis of his atonement theology seems to place God‘s all-
determining power and glory above His love for human beings. There is really nothing 
like human choice in atonement; everything concerning our salvation is decided by God 
in the absolute sense.
22
 On the one hand, Stott argues that ―as God‘s image-bearers, we 
are rational, responsible, moral and spiritual beings, able to converse with God,‖ who 
must not engage in a ―grovelling denial of our human dignity and responsibility before 
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 But on the other hand, when his presuppositions and arguments are taken to their 
logical conclusion, the God of love is contradicted by the God who determines everything 
concerning human salvation for His own glory. 
Inasmuch as the extent of atonement is not an isolated doctrine, but is best 
understood in its relation to other doctrines in the thought of the theologian being 
discussed,
24
 it follows that Stott‘s view of the scope of atonement is closely related to his 
understanding of the doctrines of God, divine foreknowledge and human freewill, 
predestination, election, and God‘s eternal decrees. It is his stance on these 
presuppositions that seems to be determinative of his position on the scope of atonement. 
Though he presents his atonement theology in a manner that might superficially indicate 
that he embraces unlimited atonement as espoused in Arminianism, a closer examination 
of his writings reveals that he believes that atonement is really only for those who have 
been ―effectually‖ called according to God‘s divine purpose. He presents God as 
irresistibly working for the salvation of only those He called through His foreknowledge, 
predestination, calling, justification, and finally, glorification. 
Evidently, Stott struggles to be faithful to the scriptural evidence as shown in his 
argument that ―the gospel is for everyone‖ and that ―its scope is universal.‖ But it appears 
that the presuppositions mentioned above limit his ability to adhere to the scriptural 
evidence.
25
 Perhaps due to his adopted presuppositions, he struggles to find an 
equilibrium between God‘s sovereign power in predestination and election on the one 
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hand, and human choice and responsibility on the other. Labeling the theological tension 




In Stott‘s theology, the equilibrium is clearly in favor of divine sovereignty and 
power which trumps human choice and responsibility. In his theology, God has 
determined everything from eternity past and is irresistibly working out His atonement 
for those unconditionally elected and eternally predestined by Him to salvation. Though 
he wisely notes that ―many mysteries surround the doctrine of election‖ and warns that 
―theologians are unwise to systematize it in such a way that no puzzles, enigmas or loose 
ends are left,‖
27
 he fails to heed his own warning when he presents God as irresistibly 
effecting the salvation of the elect through His foreknowledge, predestination, calling, 
justification, and, finally, glorification. But from the biblical evidence, it is clear that 
though atonement is wholly and solely the work of God, salvation requires human 
response and choice. 
In contrast, White does not limit atonement to only the elect. This position agrees 
with her presuppositions. To begin with, God‘s love is extended to all humans, and 
Christ‘s atonement provided on the cross is for everyone who will have faith in Him. God 
does this by extending prevenient grace to everyone. It is prevenient grace that works in a 
person‘s heart that enables him/her to accept God‘s saving grace.
28
 But she rejects 
unconditional election and irresistible grace and instead argues that biblical 
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28E. White, Steps to Christ, 18, 47; idem, Selected Messages, 1:390-391. 
 
388 
predestination or election includes ―all who will accept Christ as a personal Savior‖ and 
subject themselves to obedience to all of God‘s commandments.
29
 Clearly her 
understanding of God based on His love for all humans, in conjunction with her 
understanding of divine foreknowledge, predestination, and election all together account 
for a different understanding of the scope of atonement. 
Though both Stott and White agree that atonement has a cosmic scope, Stott does 
not employ the concept of a cosmic controversy and its resolution to any appreciable 
extent in his theology of atonement. In the case of White, the cosmic dimension of 
atonement is very foundational for a proper understanding of her atonement theology. For 
her, both the divine and the human contributions to the work of salvation have cosmic 
connections and consequences. Her great controversy theme constitutes a foundational 
concept of her theology of atonement and has a great bearing on her understanding and 
presentation of both the origin of the problem of sin and its eventual resolution. The 
resolution of the great controversy involves the final vindication of God‘s love and 
justice in contrast to the accusations of Satan. 
Another area of crucial difference between Stott and White that has been 
identified in this study is that of justification. Justification in Stott‘s atonement theology 
is irrevocable. It is apparent that this position is based on his doctrine of God. In Stott‘s 
view, the divine work of atonement is monergistic. Therefore he depicts God as ―moving 
irresistibly from stage to stage‖
30
 in the work of salvation. If there is absolutely nothing 
that can frustrate God‘s purpose for the salvation of believers, then it follows that their 
                                               
29E. White, ―The Abiding Trust,‖ Gospel Herald, June 11, 1902, 178. 
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justification is irrevocable. In Stott‘s theological scheme, the believers will persevere 
because the God who predestines them to salvation will also grant perseverance in order 
for the theological scheme to be internally self-consistent. 
The God who ordains a deterministic and unconditional election and irresistible 
grace also has to grant perseverance so that His work will not be frustrated by human 
weaknesses or uncooperative attitude. This position is in full accord with Stott‘s stand on 
total depravity. God does not need human cooperation, and at any rate, since humans are 
totally depraved, there is nothing they can do to cooperate with God. God does 
everything that concerns our salvation. Therefore, God has to impose a ―radical 
salvation‖ that completely dispenses of the need for human cooperation. 
In White‘s view, justification is revocable. It is granted by faith alone, and is 
wholly a free gift that is based exclusively on Christ‘s righteousness which is imputed to 
the believer. Consistent with her Arminian theological tendency, the security of the 
believers is centered on their faith union with Christ who is the source of their 
justification and sanctification unto perfection. The role of the believer‘s free will is also 
given a prominent place, even though free will itself is a gift of God‘s grace. Since God 
does not force humans, there is the possibility that human beings may resist His work 
within us, including justification.
31
 It needs to be pointed out that contrary to Stott who 
makes total depravity the grounds for monergistic atonement, White believes that humans 
are able to respond to God‘s prevenient grace
32
 when the Holy Spirit gives life to the 
                                               
31E. White, Faith and Works, 107, 111-118; idem, ―Words to the Young,‖ Youth‘s Instructor, 
November 30, 1893; idem, Great Controversy, 261-262. 
32E. White, Education, 15, 29. 
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lifeless faculties of the mind.
33
 Thus prevenient grace is the ground for her synergistic 
position on human salvation. 
From the overall biblical picture of God, it is evident that a God of persuasive 
love will not resort to a forced affection that emanates from an all-controlling 
determinism. Since ―the way of God is the way of love,‖
34
 God is not the all-determining 
power who is the sole actor in the work of human salvation. The words of Jesus Himself 
indicate that it is possible for justification to be reversed in case a believer falls into 
apostasy.
35
 Numerous other biblical texts warn of the possibility of falling into apostasy, 
indicating that justification can be revoked.
36
 Continuation in justification depends on 
having a continuing relationship with Jesus, not on the decree of an all-determining God. 
Also, White has invoked and discussed an array of biblical passages and themes 
which suggest that the Bible teaches a pre-Advent judgment. A pre-Advent judgment 
implies synergism in the work of salvation. That being the case, justification is only 
irrevocable after the pre-Advent judgment. In light of the arguments above, it appears 
that White‘s position is more faithful to the biblical evidence than Stott‘s with respect to 
the revocability of justification.
37
 However, some critics have argued that White‘s 
position on justification results in a lack of assurance of salvation for believers. Viewed 
                                               
33E. White, Steps to Christ, 18; idem, ―Spiritual Warfare,‖ Review and Herald, July 19, 1887, 451; 
idem, ―Divine Wisdom,‖ Review and Herald, April 17, 1888, 242. 
34John Sanders, The God Who Risks: A Theology of Providence (Downers Grove, IL: InerVarsity 
Press, 1998), 116. 
35See John 15: 1-11. 
361 Tim 1:18-20; Heb 3:12-14, 10: 26-29; 2 Pet 2:20-21; Rev 2:5, 3:3-5. 
37Stephen H. Travis has argued, ―Justification is not an irreversible verdict which renders the final 
judgement unnecessary. It is a provisional, anticipatory verdict of acquittal, given in response to faith, and 
it will be confirmed at the final judgement.‖ Christ and the Judgement of God, 158. 
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narrowly, some of her writings pertaining to the relationship of good works to salvation 
could be construed that way. However, a broader study of her theological position reveals 
that our assurance is based on what Christ has already done for us and that we retain the 
assurance of salvation by our faith union with Christ. 
In view of their basic agreement on the meaning of justification as pardon and 
acceptance, the major differences between Stott‘s and White‘s atonement theologies 
become apparent with the elaboration of the sanctuary doctrine by White and the related 
themes of atonement and judgment in phases. The sanctuary doctrine broadens the scope 
of atonement by providing a dual temporal perspective for viewing the atonement; that is, 
either from its existential reception in justification or its eschatological judicial 
ratification in the judgment.
38
 Stott focuses on the existential dimension and neglects the 
eschatological dimension, like most evangelical Protestants have done. The evangelical 
Protestant view does not have a real temporal distinction between existential reception 
and final ratification of justification, since it views both aspects as a present reality due to 
its Calvinistic presuppositions. Also, an irreversible justification undermines the need for 
a last judgment. It is therefore not really a surprise that Stott does not have a well- 
developed doctrine of judgment. 
White‘s atonement theology incorporates both the existential and eschatological 
dimensions of atonement in order to provide a fuller and more biblically accurate picture. 
Her understanding of the biblical sanctuary doctrine includes the eschatological 
dimension in her atonement theology without denying the reality of present justification 
in the experience of the believer. As Hans K. LaRondelle has argued, ―the ongoing 




mediatorial work of Christ during the last judgment resolves the seeming paradox and 
tension that Protestant theology experiences when it faces the twofold revelation that 
humanity is saved by faith as a present reality, while judged ultimately according to 
works as future reality.‖
39
 If one grants that God has graciously given to humans free-will, 
it is precisely that admission that constitutes the basis for a judgment according to works. 
From the biblical perspective, it is apparent that White‘s position is a more adequate 
presentation of the relationship of present justification and future vindication in the 
experience of the faithful believer.
40
 
It has already been shown that contrary to Stott, whose position is that God is the 
only real actor in the work of salvation, White espouses synergism in which God has 
chosen to effect salvation through the active cooperation of human beings enabled by 
divine grace.
41
 Some critics have argued that White‘s position on synergism could lead 
believers into Pelagianism or semi-Pelagianism.
42
 But that criticism misses the point. She 
consistently makes it clear in her writings that our salvation, from its inception to its final 
                                               
39Hans K. LaRondelle, ―The Seventh-day Adventist View of the Relationship of Justification-
Sanctification-the Final Judgment,‖ appendix D, in Woodrow W. Whidden, E. J. Waggoner: From the 
Physician of Good News to Agent of Division (Hagerstown, MD: Review and Herald, 2008), 395. 
40
In a position that supports White‘s emphasis on the theme of judgment in relation to atonement, 
Justyn Terry has argued that the theme of judgment should be adopted as the paradigmatic image of biblical 
atonement, while the images of victory, redemption and sacrifice should be treated as subordinate to it. The 
Justifying Judgement of God, 2, 15. See also Stephen H. Travis who argues that justification is not an 
irreversible verdict which renders the final judgment unnecessary (Christ and the Judgement of God, 158). 
41E. White, Great Controversy, 425. 
42For some thoughts on synergism and related concepts, see Barry L. Callen, ―Soteriological 
Synergism and Its Surrounding Seductions,‖ unpublished paper presented at the Symposium on 
Arminianism and Adventism, Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, Andrews University, October 
14-16, 2010, 1-12; George R. Knight, ―Seventh-day Adventism, Semi-Pelagianism, and Overlooked Topics 
in Adventist Soteriology: Moving Beyond Missing Links and Toward a More Explicit Understanding,‖ 
unpublished paper presented at the Symposium on Arminianism and Adventism, Seventh-day Adventist 
Theological Seminary, Andrews University, October 14-16, 2010, 1-27. 
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consummation, depends wholly on divine grace and unmerited favor, not human works, 
though humans must accept the divine offer.
43
 According to White, God‘s decision 
regarding the believers in the final judgment only ratifies their prior experience of 
justification and sanctification.
44
 The acceptance and exposition of the biblical idea of a 
final ratification of justification and sanctification in the last judgment represents one of 
White‘s unique contributions to evangelical theology. 
Overall, this study has shown that both Stott and White have made major 
contributions towards the enrichment of the evangelical theology of atonement. One is 
hopeful that their common commitment to core evangelical essentials would make it 
more probable that evangelical scholars would undertake more studies on atonement in a 
manner that engages the broader view of White on atonement.  The probability that the 
expectation will become a reality is strengthened by the renewed interest of some 
evangelical scholars in the judgment aspect of atonement in recent times. 
                                               
43See chapter 4 of this dissertation. See also E. White, Steps to Christ, 18, and idem, Selected 
Messages, 1:390-391. 
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